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Gharry and palanquin are silent, 
the narrow street describes 
decades of ash and earth. 
 
Here in the good old days 
the Babas paved 
a legend on the landscape, 
 
and sang their part – 
God save the King – 
in trembling voices. 
 
Till the Great Wars came 
and the glory went, and the memories 
grave as a museum. 
 
Ah, if only our children 
on the prestige of their pedigree 
would emulate their fathers, 
 
blaze another myth 
across the teasing wilderness 




Ee Tiang Hong, Tranquerah (1985) 
!
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Preface and Acknowledgements !
This is a story that weaves together many narratives. First, it is a story of how 
members of a specific Peranakan organisation gathered annually to stage a 
theatrical production showcasing aspects of their culture. It is also a story of an 
endeavour to resuscitate the Peranakan community’s flagging fortunes and combat 
an increasing apathy among its young – which by the 1980s had become leitmotifs 
defining the state of the community; Ee Tiang Hong’s poem on the previous page is 
hence an appropriate epigraph. This thesis further tells a story about an iconic 
performance art situated, and intertwined, within a larger narrative of 1980s 
Singapore socio-political realities; how did it depict the Peranakan cultural heritage 
while at the same time adapting its presentation to fit the context? Who was 
involved in the production, what were the challenges its scriptwriters and directors 
faced and how did its audience respond to the performance? These are but some 
questions we will address as the story unfolds.   
 
Living for more than twenty years in an area commonly recognised as a 
Peranakan residential enclave in Singapore, trappings of the culture fascinated me 
as I was growing up in the 1980s. I wondered how this colourful culture was able to 
survive through the years and what held the community together, unaware of the 
role institutions like the Wayang Peranakan played in keeping the culture alive. Peter 
Lee’s 2002 article on the female impersonation tradition in the Wayang Peranakan 
was perhaps the first point of contact I had with the performance art. Curiosity soon 
got the better of me – after all, here was an iconic Peranakan theatrical form that 
existed since the early-twentieth century and played an instrumental role in 
stimulating the mid-1980s ‘Peranakan Revival’. Surprisingly, however, save for a 
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couple of journal articles it has received little scholarly attention. As I read more into 
cultural history and newspaper articles about the wayangs, I began to get a better 
sense of how both intertwine; rather than seeing the Wayang Peranakan as an 
‘innocent’ performance genre, I chose to construe it as an active agent of cultural 
mediation that communicated certain specific ideas of what ‘Peranakan-ness’ 
entailed. This thesis, which represents the first attempt to document in an academic 
exercise the Wayang Peranakan, is the end product.  
 
 From the perspective as a non-Peranakan outsider ‘looking in’ to the culture, I 
hope works such as mine would not only enrich the reader’s understanding of the 
Peranakan cultural heritage, but also – and arguably more importantly so – 
stimulate the interest of younger Peranakans to take up the challenge and write 
about their own culture. The future of the Peranakans, I believe, lies ultimately with 
the community themselves. From my perspective as a history student, I hope that 
this exercise provides a useful point of departure highlighting how a seemingly ‘un-
historical’ topic such as theatre productions can be a credible historical source in 
their own right. It is from the Wayang Peranakan, after all, that we may discern the 
intangible elements of the past like perceptions and memories, which event or 
personality-driven historical narratives may gloss over.  
 
 At the end of this arduous process of thesis writing, it is only appropriate I 
extend my sincere thanks to a number of people whose efforts have made the 
process much less painful than it would have been. Whatever mistakes or 
inaccuracies that remain in this thesis are wholly my own, and come in spite of the 





• My supervisor Dr Chua Ai Lin, for agreeing to take me on as her 
supervisee once again, knowing full well my working style of bombarding 
her with emails, chapter outlines, incomplete drafts, and the expectation of 
a response at the snap of the fingers. Special thanks too, for helping me 
work through my thesis despite being on vacation and reading the 
amended copy on such notice during the festive season; 
 
• The many knowledgeable Babas I had the privilege of interviewing, who 
spoke freely, graciously and were always accommodating to my requests: 
Francis Hogan, G.T. Lye, Fredrick Soh, Peter Lee, Richard Tan, Tony Quek, 
William Gwee. I can only hope this thesis does justice to what you have 
shared with me;  
 
• Baba Victor Goh, President of the Gunong Sayang Association (GSA), who 
patiently (and smilingly) stood by the side as I turned his clubhouse 
upside-down in a quest to uncover forgotten decades-old documents that I 
may cite in this thesis, and being so patient during our long interviews that 
stretched into the night; 
 
• Babas William Gwee and Richard Wee, who loaned me items such as 
wayang scripts, publicity posters and programme booklets from their 
personal collection, fully trusting that I would not damage them. My claim 
to be perhaps the first non-Baba to access such material rests on their 
generosity;  
 
• The staff from the Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) Resource Centre, 
archivists from the National Archives of Singapore, and librarians from the 
!
iv!
Lee Kong Chian Reference Library and NUS Central Library for their 
cheerful assistance that steered me through, and helped me make sense of, 
the mass of information at my fingertips; 
 
• My fellow graduate students, Victor and Hui Lin, and NIE classmates, 
Joseph and Wei Sin, for taking the effort to plough through and provide 
many a constructive comment on how I may further improve this thesis; 
 
• The faculty members and staff from the NUS History Department, and my 
many friends who placed faith in my ability to string together 30,000 
coherent words, even – and especially – when I was lacking that same 




Brandon Albert Lim 
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Summary of thesis !
Peranakan culture since the late-1970s has never ceased to be a subject of interest to 
the Singaporean public. Certain prominent Peranakan cultural markers that many 
Singaporeans encounter in their daily lives – delicious nonya cuisine and intricately 
sown kebayas for instance – no doubt fuel this collective fascination that led to what 
many have felt was a ‘Peranakan Revival’. But there is a side to this revival not 
immediately apparent to non-Peranakans, for concomitant with this public façade 
was a nascent sense of revivalism among Peranakans themselves as they grappled 
with how to preserve their distinctive culture for posterity. One of the key 
institutions that facilitated this process was the annual Wayang Peranakan staged by 
the Gunong Sayang Association (GSA).  
 
 The Wayang Peranakan of the 1980s has thus far been studied by theatre 
practitioners and sociolinguists alike, but never as a cultural expression of 
‘Peranakan-ness’ that reflects social realities of the era they were performed in. As 
such, this thesis represents the first (and hopefully not the last) historical study of 
this unique performative genre in Singapore. Through this thesis, I hope to not only 
uncover a hitherto neglected topic for historical research, but also interrogate the 
connections between Peranakan cultural markers and ideas of what a ‘Peranakan 
identity’ entails. In so doing, I reveal the general cultural invented-ness of how 
people think about, and present, their identities, particularly at a time when their 
culture was increasingly gaining a foothold in the Singapore public imagination.  
 
 To avoid presenting a merely descriptive and ahistorical account of the GSA 
performances, in this thesis I analyse the Wayang Peranakan as both a cultural 
expression of Peranakan identity, as well as a cultural institution that held the 
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community together. After the first chapter sets the necessary historical context, the 
following three chapters are based on how the wayangs recreate certain historical 
leitmotifs of Peranakan identity – the image of domesticity, the use of the Baba 
patois and the representation of the matriarch – all of which through the guise of 
nostalgia. In the final chapter, I then attempt to construe the Wayang Peranakan as an 
iconic social structure, a calendrical event the entire community eagerly anticipates 
to put itself on display, in the process assuring itself that its culture is still alive and 
well.  
 
 For the many Peranakans who did not live through the supposed ‘Golden 
Age’ of the Peranakan culture, and for those who did and may have forgotten, the 
very idea of what ‘Peranakan-ness’ entails is quite simply as real as what the 
wayangs make them out to be. As a repository of social memory and an 
encyclopaedia of Peranakan cultural essentials, there is little doubt that the Wayang 
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Introduction:  
Staging the Peranakan Stage !
The stage has two distinct meanings in the title of this thesis. When seen as a noun 
(viz. a raised platform) it functions as a metonymic reference for the Peranakan 
theatre studied here, when construed as a verb – in the sense of an event being 
‘staged’ – it connotes ideas of artificiality and constructedness. What both meanings 
have in common, however, is the idea that ‘staging’ often entails an act of selective 
enhancement; lighting and acoustics, for example, are used to intensify the 
audience’s engagement with a production in the same way a ‘staged’ historical 
event lays claim to a supposed historical element to enhance its appeal.1 While these 
ideas of ‘staging’ mediate our perception of the world around us, more attention 
needs to be paid to the mechanics of how staging occurs. How are the supposedly 
primordial notions of identity and history ‘staged’ for consumption through a 
particular theatre genre, why has there been a need to do so, and what are the 
tensions of so doing? These are some of the key questions that undergird my 
research in this thesis.  
 
This thesis investigates how both meanings of ‘staging’ feature in the Wayang 
Peranakan, in the process I highlight how ‘staging’ may be useful to understand how 
the Peranakan community sought to strengthen its ethnic-cultural identity amidst 
the tide of cultural (or more specifically, Peranakan) revivalism that swept mid-
1980s Singapore. While existing scholarship has shown how the complexities of 
Peranakan identity maintenance have accrued because the end of colonialism in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 In particular, I refer to the idea of “staged authenticity” by tourism theorist Dean MacCannell. 
According to MacCannell, to cater to the tourist desire for authentic experiences, cultural mediators 
stage a site’s authenticity to ensure it relates to “a broader sociosymbolic meaning” that the tourist can 
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Singapore took with it the raison d’etat for the Peranakans as English-speaking 
colonial middlemen,2 greater agency needs to be given to the community’s own 
attempts to (re)fashion their identity. ‘Staging the Peranakan stage’, the title of this 
introductory chapter, thus alludes to how the Wayang Peranakan, beyond just being a 
form of popular entertainment, was also a crucial instrument of cultural mediation. 
It was through these wayangs that a certain Peranakan theatrical group, the Gunong 
Sayang Association (GSA), staged (in both senses of the word) an image of 
‘Peranakan-ness’ for consumption among its Peranakan audiences, encouraging 
them to root their identities in what is presented to them onstage.  
 
One of the largest pitfalls of interpreting a performance art as a form of 
cultural expression is the tendency to overlook its historical context. Anthropology 
and ethnography rely heavily on participant observation because their subject of 
study is in the present, but the same does not hold true for a historian. Unlike 
Clifford Geertz, who was able to observe first-hand how the audience’s 
participation in the Balinese cockfights reflected their internalising the “symbolic 
structure” of being Balinese,3 I was not present at the 1980s performances of Wayang 
Peranakan and thus cannot claim to have a personal experience watching them 
performed. I would thus have to rely on a vastly different methodology to uncover 
the significance of these wayangs. This will be outlined later in this chapter.  
 
This thesis has been structured in such a way as to hopefully avoid the 
problem of contextualisation. In Chapter One, I examine the Wayang Peranakan’s 
stop-start history since the 1930s and the phenomenon that was the ‘Peranakan !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 John Clammer’s The Ambiguity of Identity: Ethnicity Maintenance and Change among the Straits Chinese 
Community of Malaysia and Singapore (1979) provides a pioneering, and definitive, account.  
3 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 449-450. 
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Revival’ in the 1980s. When put together, these two strands justify why the wayangs 
are a worthy subject of study and provide the necessary historical context to 
understand the subsequent chapters. Chapters Two, Three and Four concentrate on 
the onstage depictions of ‘Peranakan-ness’, showing how the wayangs reify and 
reinvent an idealised notion of ‘Peranakan-ness’ through nostalgising the image of 
domesticity (Chapter Two), promoting the use of the dying Baba patois through 
humour (Chapter Three), and refashioning the matriarch as the custodian of the 
Peranakan cultural heritage (Chapter Four). Chapter Five marks a departure from 
the previous chapters’ approach by considering the social structures that surround 
the wayangs and how participating in the performances in whatever capacity allows 
one to express his/her ‘Peranakan identity’. In sum, I have attempted to analyse the 
wayangs as both a cultural expression of ‘Peranakan-ness’ and a cultural institution 
of the Peranakan community by grounding my analysis on certain historical 
underpinnings of Peranakan identity. 
 
Inventing identities: A conceptual framework 
 
Closely associated with the idea of ‘staging’ used in this thesis is that of invention. 
In academic writings, the notion of invention gained prominence in the early-1980s 
at the tail end of the linguistic turn. This trend of reconceptualising ‘essentialist’ 
categories like gender and history as ‘inventions’ reveals our recognition of the 
general cultural constructedness of the modern world.4 Historian Hayden White has 
argued the study of history is “a genuine … ‘invention’ of a domain of enquiry, in 
which … specific modes of representation are sanctioned and others excluded” 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Werner Sollors (ed.), The Invention of Ethnicity, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. x. 
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(emphasis mine). 5  By calling into question the Aristotelian distinction between 
History and Poetry, White invites us to examine the strategies used in the 
construction of history as a narrative of the past we thought we always knew and 
consequently, never thought to question. The story of Peranakan history in 
twentieth-century Singapore is but one such narrative.  
 
Much can be gleaned from the study of invented traditions and nationalism. 
A seminal work in this field that challenges us to re-examine the perception of 
traditions as an essentialist criterion for nationhood is Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger’s edited volume The Invention of Tradition (1983). The foremost intention of 
The Invention of Tradition was to demonstrate how any cultural symbol that lays 
claim to historicity is invented insofar as it has to choose which historical 
narrative(s) to uphold. For instance, although many Scotsmen see the kilt as an 
important symbol of their Scottish identity, to Hugh Trevor-Roper it represents a 
symbol of the “fantasy and bare-faced forgery” the same identity was founded 
upon.6 Similarly, Prys Morgan traces how Welsh patriots sought to reinvent a new 
Welsh-ness that would “instruct, entertain, amuse and educate the people” – a 
process that required them to “ransack the past and transform it with imagination”.7   
 
Despite the differences in historical context, the Wayang Peranakan of the 
1980s and the invented cultural symbols in Morgan and Trevor-Roper’s works share 
a major similarity. At their core, both processes of invention begin with influential 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism, (Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1978), p. 252. 
6 Hugh Trevor-Roper, “The Invention of Tradition: The Highland Tradition of Scotland”, in The 
Invention of Tradition, Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983), p. 36. 
7 Prys Morgan, “From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past in the Romantic Period”, Ibid., 
p. 99. 
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agents first identifying a symbol unique to the community and then projecting its 
significance back in time, in the process creating a “sanction of perpetuity” that 
legitimises the ‘authenticity’ of the representation.8 The fluid nature of human 
society often results in ethnic communities re-inventing and upholding the discrete 
boundaries separating ‘us’ from ‘them’. Identities as such constantly shift in 
response to historical circumstance – a point made by Charmaine Tay in her 
historiographical study of the changing definitions of ‘Peranakan-ness’.9 Cultural 
markers like the Wayang Peranakan are crucial insofar as they provide a ‘test’ of 
one’s identity: a Peranakan, like a Scotsman, may be defined by his ability to 
appreciate a particular identity marker – in this case the wayangs and the kilt. Lee 
Liang Hye, an elderly Baba, echoes this view well: “a Peranakan cannot call himself 
a Peranakan if he cannot go out and enjoy a Peranakan play”, he said in a 1999 
interview.10 Notwithstanding the cultural essentialism underscoring Lee’s views, his 
words quite accurately capture the association many (especially elderly) Peranakans 
have with the Wayang Peranakan as an iconic performing art although, as we shall 
later see, such views are not necessarily shared by younger Peranakans.  
 
The study of invention is also crucial for it brings to the surface larger 
historiographical issues of how history can be simultaneously constructed and 
consumed, explicated and embellished. By bringing into focus how supposedly 
primordialist notions like identity, culture and history could very well be 
contemporary – and contingent – inventions promoted through the Wayang 
Peranakan, the stage on which the wayangs unfold becomes a space through which !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Ibid., p. 2. 
9 Charmaine Tay, A Historiographical Review of Straits Chinese Identities in Singapore, unpublished B.A. 
(Hons) academic exercise, NUS, 2010. 
10 Lee Liang Hye, OHC interview. Accession number 002186, reel 8. 
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ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ are affirmed. If there indeed exists what Sollors terms a 
“fixed encyclopaedia of supposed cultural essentials,” 11 then it is through the 
Wayang Peranakan that such notions of ‘Peranakan-ness’ are both produced, 
propagated and later, imbibed, among its audience.  
 
Literature Review 
The late-1950s period of nationalism had produced the first academic studies of the 
Peranakans. These studies, however, driven by political developments of the era 
that catapulted the community into the spotlight as Singapore’s first generation of 
English-educated and local-born leaders, often focussed on the community’s 
Anglicised leanings and their early political contributions towards Singapore’s 
development. Three works stand out during this period. The first was Harbhajan 
Singh’s The Singapore Babas (1958) in which he argued the Peranakan identity was an 
ambivalent construct, torn between the awareness of their Chinese roots and the 
necessity of embracing an English-medium education for the employment 
opportunities it afforded.12 Rosie Tan’s The Straits Chinese in Singapore (1959) and Lee 
Yong Hock’s A History of the Straits Chinese British Association (1960) would further 
buttress Singh’s characterisation of the Peranakan (or Straits Chinese, as they were 
known back then) community. Indeed, Tan even went as far as to describe the 
Peranakans as “Chinese Englishmen” in her writing.13  
 
It was not till the 1980s that studies of Peranakan socio-cultural history 
gained momentum – the result of a cascading effect generated by the public’s !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Sollors (ed.), The Invention of Ethnicity, p. xv. 
12 Harbhajan Singh, The Singapore Babas, 1897-1909, unpublished academic exercise, University of 
Malaya, 1958, p. 5.   
13 Rosie Tan, The Straits Chinese in Singapore: A Study of the Straits Chinese way of life, unpublished 
academic exercise, University of Malaya, 1958, p. 7. 
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newfound interest in Peranakan material culture during that era. Sociologist John 
Clammer attempted the first book-length study of Peranakan social history in 1980 
in which he construed the community as a case study to explore multiculturalism in 
Singapore.14 The 1990s would see two further significant studies of the Peranakan 
community: Tan Chee Beng’s Chinese Peranakan Heritage (1993) and Jürgen 
Rudolph’s Reconstructing Identities (1998). A burgeoning corpus of academic 
exercises on various aspects of Peranakan culture also emerged during this time, 
and would continue into the 2000s (see Appendix A). While these works still 
portrayed the Peranakans as a hybrid community, it was not so much their socio-
political Western-Asian connections that were highlighted, but their cultural-racial 
Chinese-Malay identity. At the same time too, these second generation of scholars 
were quick to distance themselves from the reductionism of earlier works, focusing 
instead on what it meant to be Peranakan at different points in time; as surely as 
historical milieus shift, so too will identity markers, they contended.  
 
 A leitmotif that bound together many of these academic works is their 
attempting to tackle the deceptively simple question of who is a Peranakan, or what 
‘evidence’ one must one must possess in order to be considered ‘Peranakan’.15 While 
the earlier 1950s works, in line with the nascent ideas of nationalism and 
independence that dominated the era, focused on the socio-political aspect of 
‘Peranakan-ness’, later authors such as Clammer, Rudolph and Tan Chee Beng who 
wrote in the 1980s/90s preferred to adopt a culturalist and situational definition of 
‘Peranakan-ness’. Missing from academic literature, however, is a study of how 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 John Clammer, Straits Chinese Society: Studies in the Sociology of the Baba Communities of Malaysia and 
Singapore, (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1980), p. 2. 
15 Ibid., p. 135. 
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Peranakans themselves thought about their own identities – a gap this thesis hopes 
to fill. The different criterion different Peranakans hold about their ethnic identity is 
an issue mirrored in this thesis by the different ways the audience members 
understand and appreciate the wayangs. How does one claim ‘Peranakan-ness’ if he 
cannot understand the many representations of the culture on stage? Whose idea of 
‘Peranakan-ness’ is given pride of place in the wayangs? Does not subscribing to 
such views of ‘Peranakan-ness’ make one any less ‘Peranakan’? Such questions will 
be broached in later chapters.  
 
Complementing this collection of academic monographs are numerous 
works that deal with specific Peranakan cultural expressions. These include 
publications made by Kenneth Cheo on the Peranakan wedding rituals,16 Claudine 
Salmon-Lombard on Peranakan cherita dulu-kala literature,17 Tan Gek Suan on the 
Nonya culinary heritage, 18  and Datin Endon Mahmood on the sarong kebaya’s 
iconography.19 Arguably the single-most prolific author in this respect was Ho Wing 
Meng, an antiques collector who wrote four catalogues on Straits Chinese silver 
(1976), porcelain (1983), embroidery (1987) and furniture (1994). Khoo Joo Ee’s The 
Straits Chinese: A Cultural History (1996) was another significant work in the 
literature of Peranakan material culture and it remains till this day the most 
comprehensive catalogue of Peranakan cultural forms published in a single volume.  
 
 Notwithstanding this expanding body of literature on the Peranakan cultural 
heritage, not all aspects of the topic in Singapore have received equal attention. The !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Kenneth Cheo, Baba Wedding, (Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 1983). 
17 Claudine Salmon-Lombard, “Writings in Romanised Malay by the Chinese of Malaya”, Papers on 
Chinese Studies (),  1 (1977): 69-95. 
18 Tan Gek Suan, Gateway to Peranakan Food Culture, (Singapore: Asiapac, 2004). 
19 Endon Mahmood, Datin, The Nonya Kebaya: A Century of Straits Chinese Costume, (Singapore: 
Periplus, 2004). 
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Wayang Peranakan is one such neglected area – a point best evidenced by the scant 
treatment given to Peranakan performing arts in Khoo’s and Rudolph’s respective 
landmark works.20 These wayangs have variously been the subject of articles by non-
Peranakan theatre practitioners suggesting how the performance could be further 
developed,21 sociolinguists postulating how these plays’ success could stimulate a 
revival of Baba Malay,22 and Peranakan playwrights reminiscing on a bygone era,23 
but never as cultural symbols of ‘Peranakan-ness’ illuminating social realities of the 
era in which they were performed. This thesis, accordingly, represents the first 
attempt at a historical study of the Wayang Peranakan. 
 
This thesis also aims to offer a new way of thinking about the nuanced and 
intertwining connections between cultural markers and ethnic identity. Rather than 
seeing the Wayang Peranakan as a static reflection of Peranakan identity, this thesis 
construes them instead as instruments that have artistic influence to mediate the 
Peranakan community’s own understanding of its ethnic identity. My research on 
the Wayang Peranakan aims to steer the discussion onto another domain whereby we 
consider the perspectives and agency of the Peranakan community themselves in 
shaping their own cultural expressions. By so construing the Wayang Peranakan as 
an arbiter of a culturalist idea of ‘Peranakan-ness’ (see, in particular, Lee Liang 
Hye’s quote on p. 5), this thesis contributes to the core discussion that has driven – 
and will probably continue to drive – Peranakan historiography in Singapore: 
answering the question of who is a Peranakan.   !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Khoo’s book devotes five pages out of 288 discussing the Peranakan performing arts, and Rudolph 
spends all of eight pages in his 500-page book doing the same. 
21 Robert Yeo, “Romance and Realism: Baba Plays of the Eighties”, in Looking at Culture, eds. Sanjay 
Krishnan et al., (Singapore: Artes Design & Communication, 1996), pp. 41-48. 
22 Anne Pakir, “The Future of Baba Malay: Peranakan Plays as Cultural Record”, Singa: Literature & the 
Arts in Singapore, 19 (1989): 75-83. 
23 Felix Chia, “Revived Interest in Baba Theatre”, Performing Arts, 3 (1986): 1-5. 
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Methodology and sources 
In reflecting upon her experiences compiling The Baba Bibliography (2007), editor 
Bonny Tan admitted the difficulty in acquiring sources on the Wayang Peranakan 
despite it being a regular Peranakan communal event.24 This is largely true. Primary 
source material on the wayangs stored by state institutions like the National 
Archives of Singapore (NAS) and the National Library Board (NLB) are scarce. 
There are exceptions, of course, in the form of oral history interviews conducted by 
the Oral History Centre (OHC) and microfilmed copies of local newspapers on the 
NLB-maintained newspapers.nl.sg website. These sources, however, are not cited in 
Tan’s book. The Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) Resource Centre also has an 
indexed copy of Malay newspaper articles about Peranakan theatre that aided my 
research. Through these sources, I gained an understanding not only of the plots 
and characters of Peranakan wayang, but also the “structures of feeling” 
surrounding the performances. Who was involved in staging the wayangs? What 
critiques were levelled against the wayangs? How did the audience react to the play? 
What went on behind the stage? The audio-visual recordings of some wayang 
performances found in the NUS and Esplanade libraries were also helpful in 
helping me visualise the wayangs’ performative aspects so I could appreciate them 
for what they were originally intended to be.  
 
To overcome the paucity of material on the Wayang Peranakan in public 
records, I had to depend on the goodwill of individual collectors to allow me to 
consult – and at times, reproduce – portions of their personal collection. Such 
collections, which have hitherto not seen the light of day, provided a repository of !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Bonny Tan, “Textualising the Baba identity: Insights into the making of a Bibliography”, in 
Reframing Singapore: Memory-Identity-Trans-regionalism, eds. Derek Heng and Syed Muhd Khairudin 
Aljunied, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2009), p. 141. 
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information about the wayangs. This information included programme booklets, 
publicity material, photographs, and most significantly of all, the actual wayang 
script. A collection of old GSA files I stumbled upon in the clubhouse also yielded a 
treasure trove of the GSA Show Committee (SHOCOM) meeting minutes and 
correspondences between the organisation, the Ministry of Community 
Development (MCD), and after 1991, the National Arts Council (NAC). These 
documents altogether proved invaluable in re-constructing the working relationship 
GSA had with the Singapore government. 25  These sources provide another 
perspective to understand the wayangs, and yield a sense of the privately held 
material further researchers could rely on to advance the study of Peranakan history 
in Singapore.   
 
Oral interviews were a particularly important source of information in this 
thesis. Any theatre production is fundamentally a social event where opinions – 
whether from the producers, scriptwriters, actors, backstage crew or audience 
members – exist aplenty. Not all of such views, however, would be stored in an 
institutional archive. This thesis unearths some of these voices not already heard in 
the OHC interviews, using them as a basis, particularly in Chapter Five, to illustrate 
what being among the audience at the wayangs meant to the larger Peranakan 
community. Following Kwa Chong Guan’s argument that the central purpose of 
oral history is to “make out the [broader] narratives and plots … that structure [the 
interviewee’s] time and life”,26 this thesis’s use of oral history accounts hopes to 
situate the Wayang Peranakan within the trope of a social memory commonly shared !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 The SHOCOM, under the direction of the GSA Executive Committee, plans and stages all the 
wayang performances.  
26 Kwa Chong Guan, “The Value of Oral Testimony: Text and Orality in the Reconstruction of the 
Past”, in Oral History in Southeast Asia: Theory and Method, eds. Lim Pui Huen, James Morrison and 
Kwa Chong Guan, (Singapore: ISEAS, 1998), p. 23. 
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by Peranakans. The broad range of Peranakans interviewed here (see Appendix B 
for a full list) – producers, old stagehands, young actors, and even those with little 
direct involvement in the wayangs – would hopefully help circumvent the problems 
of representativeness oral history accounts are wont to face, as well as provide a 
comprehensive picture of how different Peranakans understood the wayangs as a 
social institution. 
 
- 13 - !
Chapter One:  
Contextualising the Peranakan Theatre !
Throughout various intermittent periods in twentieth-century Singapore, the 
Wayang Peranakan was performed as an integral and popular part of Peranakan 
social life. In the 1930s, minstrel parties performed at the homes of wealthy patrons 
to raise funds for charity.27 Similarly, oral history records tell of whole families 
trooping down to the Singapore Badminton Hall or the New World Amusement 
Park to watch these performances in the 1950s.28 The wayangs were so popular that 
tickets – priced at a dollar or two, a princely sum of money in those days – were 
often sold out.29 And since the revival of the artform in the 1980s, the wayangs have 
also become an annual social occasion for the community with its revival. Various 
Peranakan groups like the Felix Chia Troupe, the Main Wayang Company, and the 
evergreen Gunong Sayang Association (GSA) often put forth their own 
interpretation of the artform. Peranakan theatre was so popular by the late-1980s 
troupes from neighbouring Malacca were even invited to bring their own brand of 
comedy and drama to Singapore.30  
 
Despite its continued popularity, we must remember that the meanings and 
functions these wayangs had to the Peranakans often varied vis-à-vis existing social 
contexts. In line with Clammer’s suggestion to consider how ethnicity is “practiced” 
and “managed” rather than to search for “timeless parameters” of identity, the 
performance of the wayangs can be seen as a situational construct, shaped by a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Peter Lee, “Role Reversals”, TP, July-November 2002, p. 6. 
28 Richard Tan, OHC interview. Accession number 002108, reel 3. 
29 William Tan, OHC interview. Accession number 000693, reel 4. 
30 Kenneth Cheo, OHC interview. Accession number 000770, reel 15.  
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historical milieu at various points in time.31 This chapter begins by outlining the 
Wayang Peranakan’s stop-start historical trajectory since the early-twentieth century 
and ends by discussing how, when situated within the ‘Peranakan Revival’ and a 
search for a ‘national identity’ that dominated the socio-cultural landscape of 1980s 
Singapore, the GSA wayangs may potentially enrich our understanding of the era.  
 
 But what exactly is the Wayang Peranakan? In essence, the wayangs are a genre 
of community theatre put up by Peranakans in the Baba patois. By dint of its 
language medium, these stage performances target fellow Peranakans although 
anyone with a supposedly “working knowledge” of the Malay language would be 
able to understand its dialogue, which is a Malay-based Creole “occasionally tarted 
up with Hokkien bons mots”.32 Other key theatrical structures that give the Wayang 
Peranakan its uniqueness include amateur Peranakan artistes who perform solely 
out of interest, the presence of female impersonator(s) who are almost always the 
plays’ marquee names, the incorporation of song-and-dance numbers into the main 
storyline, all of which eventually culminate in a clichéd happy ending where the 
cast is reunited in celebration. Thematically, there is usually a didactic or moralistic 
message underscoring the play, such as the need to respect one’s elders or to seek 
forgiveness for one’s greed or pride. Some of these tropes will be discussed in more 
detail in subsequent chapters. 
 
There is, however, a need to distinguish between a Peranakan play (viz. a 
Wayang Peranakan) and a play about Peranakans. This is especially since the 
Peranakan domestic setting was also the inspiration for a number of 1980s 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Clammer, The Ambiguity of Identity, p. 12.  
32 “Family reunion, onstage and off”, ST, 4 March 1985, p. 21. 
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productions, most prominently Stella Kon’s Emily of Emerald Hill (1985), now 
recognised as a seminal work of Singapore theatre.33 On a smaller scale, Malaccan 
female impersonator Kenny Chan also frequently performed bawdy comedy skits at 
the Peranakan Place, poking fun at the community’s idiosyncrasies.34 A group of 
teenage girls even performed as their school’s annual production a skit about a 
Bibik’s attempt to match-make her son. 35 These productions, however, do not 
qualify as Peranakan plays for they offer little else but laughter, let alone a didactic 
message behind them. Further, the Wayang Peranakan – as a community event where 
Peranakans “put on a show to attend a show” – possesses a strong sense of occasion 
that these two performances, being one-off events, lack.36 Despite its success, Emily 
does not qualify either, as it was never staged in Baba Malay.37  
 
The Peranakans, as Baba playwright Alvin Tan recently noted, have a “purist 
mindset” about the wayangs to the extent that if its theatrical form is altered, it will 
no longer be a Peranakan play.38 To the purist, the GSA wayangs since their genesis 
in 1985 represent the most ‘traditional’ expression of what a Wayang Peranakan 
should be. This sentiment reflects the community’s identification with, and 
possessiveness over, the GSA wayangs in a way that other Peranakan-themed 
performances are unable to evoke. As such, for want of conciseness, the GSA-staged 
wayangs from 1985 to 1995 appears a relatively incontrovertible choice of study in 
this thesis although there were admittedly other Peranakan-themed performances 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 “Gender bender of an Emily”, ST, 29 April 2000, p. EL4. 
34 “Bibi antics bring on the guffaws”, ST, 1 August 1989, p. 4. 
35 “Nonya desperately seeking Boy-Boy”, ST, 29 August 1989, p. 21. 
36 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 276. This will be further discussed in Chapter Five.  
37 Plans to translate the script into Baba Malay are in the pipeline, but I have not heard any concrete 
details yet.  
38 “Peranakan, times two”, TODAY, 27 November 2009, p. 39. 
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staged independently from the GSA during that era, or indeed, GSA wayangs after 
1995. We will come back to some of these later in this thesis’s Conclusion.  
 
The Wayang Peranakan: A chronological history  
The historical beginnings of the Wayang Peranakan are difficult to date. Although the 
first theatrical productions featuring the Babas date back to the early-twentieth 
century, these plays – beginning from A Race for a Dinner (1904) – were staged in 
English and not in the Baba patois.39 The first documented performance in the patois 
was probably the Straits Chinese Recreation Club’s Mustapha (1913), which 
appeared to signal the genre’s departure from relying on English to utilising Baba 
Malay as its medium.40 Within a decade, many talented Baba musicians and actors 
began to form minstrel groups such as the Wales Minstrel Party (1928), the 
Merrilads Musical Party (1924) and the Oleh Oleh Party (1932) to pursue their 
interests in acting. The Wayang Peranakan grew from these short skits.  
 
 It is therefore commonplace to trace the origins of the Wayang Peranakan to 
the 1930s when the wayangs began to be more widely performed by these minstrels 
in front of larger, multi-ethnic audiences. There was a minstrel party in almost every 
Peranakan residential enclave throughout Joo Chiat and Katong, and the wayangs 
were very much part-and-parcel of Peranakan social life.41 The Merrilads supported 
charitable causes like the Honan-Shensi Relief Fund and the China Relief Fund in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
39 Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore, (Singapore: Oxford 
University Press, 1984), p. 359. See also Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, pp. 446-448 for a list of these 
performances.  
40  Song, One Hundred Years, p. 377.  
41 “Second coming of the Wayang Peranakan”, ST, 5 June 1986, p. 6. The Wales minstrel, for instance, 
was based in Amber Road whereas the Merrilads were situated in Katong.  
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1929 and 1937 respectively;42 The Wales Minstrel Party was particularly famous for 
three of its plays: Greed, Repentance and Nyai Dasima,43 and the Oleh-Oleh Party’s 
performances were grand social occasions attended by prominent persons such as 
the Chinese Consul-General and Lieutenant-General Bond, then-General Officer 
Commanding (G.O.C.) Malaya.44  
 
 When situated within a larger context, these beginnings of the Wayang 
Peranakan as a genre of popular theatre in the 1930s are intertwined with the parallel 
flourishing of the Malay Bangsawan. The earliest Peranakan minstrel groups were 
founded by Babas who were great Bangsawan fans, and these minstrels represented 
an attempt to emulate the nascent but hugely popular Malay theatre genre. The 
amateur wayangs were so good they impressed the many professional Bangsawan 
actors who attended the performances.45 This close connection between the Malay 
Bangsawan and the early wayangs perhaps attest to the strong Malay influence 
exerted on Peranakan theatre, or indeed, Peranakan culture as a whole. Although 
Peranakan stage thespians like William Gwee and G.T. Lye further argued for this 
Malay-Peranakan theatrical nexus in their personal interviews, much more, 
admittedly, can be done to uncover the specificities of how the Malay Bangsawan 
influenced the theatrical direction of the early wayangs. 
 
The significance of the Wayang Peranakan’s early years, however, goes 
beyond it merely being an offshoot of the Bangsawan tradition. We must !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
42 “(Untitled)”, SFPMA, 11 July 1929, p. 8, and “Straits Chinese effort for war relief”, ST, 28 October 
1937, p. 13.  
43 “Growth of the Asiatic Club Movement in Malaya”, ST, 20 December 1931, p. 13. This article, 
however, does not mention when the aforementioned plays were staged.  
44 “Oleh Oleh Party”, SFPMA, 20 March 1934, p. 7 and “Oleh Oleh Party’s ‘Kronchong Night’”, SFPMA, 
23 November 1940, p. 2. 
45 Tan Sooi Beng, Bangsawan: A Social and Stylistic History of Popular Malay Opera, (Singapore: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), p. 26. 
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acknowledge in this light that there were certain performative differences between 
the two: the wayang practitioners, for example, appeared to accept more readily 
Western theatrical elements such as proscenium staging and blocking. 46!Yet beyond 
theatrical form, the Wayang Peranakan was also distinctive as an institution of 
cultural expression that fed into the Peranakan community’s conception of itself as 
the ‘King’s Chinese’ – a domiciled local elite class that aspired, by dint of their 
privileged social status, to impose itself on Singapore’s public life.47 Through their 
charitable slant, the Peranakan minstrel performances not only contributed to the 
burgeoning social life of 1930s Singapore, but also promoted – like the Malay 
Bangsawan – a sense of social concern and assistance that cut across community 
lines.48 The Wayang Peranakan’s auspicious dawn, however, would grind to a halt in 
less than a decade.  
 
The Japanese interregnum from 1942 to 1945 severely affected the Peranakan 
community and its nascent entertainment scene. Many talented Peranakan men 
who played starring roles in the minstrels perished during this period, leaving 
behind the elderly musicians who could not shoulder the responsibilities of 
performing by themselves. When Tidak Berdosa was staged in 1957, it thus became 
the first full-scale wayang staged in over twenty years, and consequently kick-started 
a short but spirited revival that saw no less than twelve plays staged during a three-
year window. Although groups such as the Kumpolan Peranakan Singapura, the 
Singapore Peranakan Amateur Dramatic Party, the Hiboran Peranakan Singapura 
were active, their efforts were largely ad-hoc; “they just got together and gave !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
46 Mohamed Ghouse Nasurudin, Teater Tradisional Melayu, (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka, 2003), p. 93. 
47 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore, 1819-2005, (Singapore: NUS Press, 2009), p. 160. 
48 Tan, Bangsawan, p. 32. 
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themselves a name”, recalled William Gwee, who lived through that era as a young 
boy. 49  Through their charitable slant, these wayangs provided an avenue for 
Peranakans to re-assert their presence within Singapore’s cultural landscape.50 As 
Henry Chong, then-President of the Kumpolan Peranakan Singapura, acknowledged: 
the Peranakan community had to “rise up” and rally against the perception that 
they are “fast falling into the world of ‘tida apas’ (people with a happy-go-lucky 
attitude)”.51 Consider in this respect, the charitable element that the two programme 





Figure 1: Programme booklets from Oh Chua Pek Chua (1960) and Satu Darah (1958) 
(Source: William Gwee, personal collection) 
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
49 William Gwee, OHC interview. Accession number 002136, reel 7.  
50 “Paid $8,006 to see ‘Satu Darah’”, SFP, 18 October 1958, p. 7, and “Ayer Mata Ibu netted $10,954”, ST, 
17 September 1960, p. 4.  
51 Henry Chong, “A Message to All Peranakans”, Tidak Berdosa programme booklet, 1957. 
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This mini-revival, however, ended as abruptly as it began. The period 
following Singapore’s attainment of self-governance in 1959 was a dark era for the 
Peranakans and their wayangs. The Anglophilic and leisured lifestyle once thought 
to be definitive markers of ‘Peranakan-ness’ was now used against the community: 
the PAP government pressed heavily on the English-educated middle class that the 
Peranakans were a part of.52 Many Peranakans, consequently, now felt compelled to 
disguise their identity markers, for instance, by not wearing the sarong kebaya and 
speaking the Baba patois in public.53 The stirrings of nationalist sentiments, often 
couched in an anti-colonial rhetoric, meant that the Anglicised Peranakan 
community could no longer claim to be the “natural leaders” of the Chinese 
community as they had been before World War II. 54  This trend of political 
emasculation and political de-vitalisation would continue well into the early to mid-
1980s – the era this thesis is situated in.   
 
The wayangs, which till then had been an integral social and artistic 
expression of ‘Peranakan-ness’, were also rendered anachronistic by historical 
developments in the post-war era. In fact, William Gwee noted that the only 
Peranakan stage performances that remained by the mid-1960s were the occasional 
birthday skit in someone’s – usually a rich patron’s – home.55 The death of Dr Essel 
Tan, who had till then been one of the wayangs’ most prominent patrons, was thus a 
hammer blow to Peranakan theatre. 56  The wayangs’ 1960s decline was also 
dovetailed by the expansion of Malaya’s nascent film industry, which provided 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
52 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore, 1819-2005, p. 272. 
53 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 189. 
54 R.F. Farrer, “Renew youth call to SCBA”, SCBA Golden Jubilee souvenir, (Singapore: SCBA brochure 
sub-committee, 1950), p. 27.  
55 William Gwee, OHC interview. Accession number 000658, reel 17. 
56 William Tan, OHC interview. Accession number 000693, reel 4. 
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audiences – particularly the young – with a new and ‘modern’ form of leisure 
activity that served as a more entertaining alternative to the wayangs. That such 
factors contributed to the Bangsawan’s decline in post-war Peninsular Malaya 
suggests the wide-ranging implications the three-year Japanese interregnum had on 
Malaya’s theatre landscape in general.57  
 
 Thirty years on, the more stable socio-political climate of the 1980s meant the 
wayangs were now much more sustainable as a theatrical endeavour: numerous full-
length performances, interspersed with shorter skits, were staged in steady 
succession. The decade between 1985 and 1995 that I study in this thesis was an 
eventful one in that it saw no less than nine GSA productions and numerous other 
non-GSA ones. This was a remarkable occurrence if one considers it vis-à-vis the 
socio-political happenings of the preceding two decades that threatened the survival 
of Peranakan culture (let alone Peranakan theatre) in Singapore. In the following 
pages, I trace the GSA’s history and discuss how the 1980s were an ideal time that 
facilitated the revival of the Wayang Peranakan by the GSA.  
 
The GSA and its Wayang Peranakan 
Considering the GSA’s dominance over the Peranakan theatre scene during the 
1980s and 90s, it is surprising to note that its goals were never to promote 
Peranakan theatre per se. We know little of the GSA’s history, with its founder Gwee 
Peng Kwee’s 1982 interview with the Oral History Centre perhaps being the most 
definitive account. According to Gwee, the Association was formed in 1910 as a 
cultural organisation to promote social intercourse and the singing of dondang 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 Tan, Bangsawan, pp. 165-170 outlines some of the reasons for Bangsawan’s decline during this time. 
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sayang among its Peranakan members.58  With its twenty-strong members each 
contributing a weekly subscription fee of a dollar or two, the GSA had the modest 
means to organise bonding activities in the form of weekly dinners and singing 
sessions. This continued till 1942 when the Association, for fear of being labelled 
subversive and pro-British, disbanded during the three-year Japanese Occupation. 
After the war ended in 1945, Gwee took the initiative to re-start the club. By the time 
Gwee retired in 1976, things were beginning to look up for the GSA: membership 
figures had increased to fifty and the Association was now more financially stable.59 
The lifelong GSA member Gwee would pass away in 1986 with the Association on 
the cusp of a new era.   
 
With its staging of Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih, 1985 marked a new chapter in 
the history of the GSA and perhaps the surest sign that the association was starting 
to explore avenues other than dondang sayang singing that would promote the 
continuance of Peranakan culture. Although elderly Babas like William Gwee and 
G.T. Lye acknowledged the impetus for staging the Wayang Peranakan emanated 
from then-GSA President Kwek Choon Chuan, neither was able to elaborate on 
Kwek’s motivations. 60  Given the absence of direct evidence, Lee Liang Hye’s 
opinion that the GSA diversified into theatre because it was increasingly difficult to 
find dondang sayang-loving Peranakans might hold a measure of truth.61 What is 
undeniable, though, is that unlike earlier charity-driven performances, the GSA 
wayangs of the 1980s were geared towards preserving Peranakan culture by making !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 Dondang Sayang (literally, “love ballad” in Malay), is a Peranakan form of entertainment where 
singers would engage in a singing duel among each other using pantun (poetry lines). These jousts 
were usually light-hearted and accompanied by some music. 
59 Gwee Peng Kwee, OHC interview. Accession number 000128, reel 12.  
60 William Gwee and G.T. Lye, personal interviews. Kwek, unfortunately, has passed on and as such 
cannot be interviewed.  
61 Lee Liang Hye, OHC interview. Accession number 002186, reel 8. 
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it appealing for the younger generation of Peranakan audiences.62 This was a 
particularly pressing concern for ninety percent of the GSA’s membership in the 
late-1970s comprised of elderly (i.e. above fifty-years old) Babas. 63!The revival of the 
Wayang Peranakan in the 1980s thus appeared to be spearheaded, above all else, by 
Kwek and his committee’s desire to preserve the culture for posterity through the 
medium of theatre rather than the parallel artform of dondang sayang.   
 
Despite being one of only two active Peranakan organisations in Singapore 
(the other being the Peranakan Association), the GSA’s role in promoting Peranakan 
culture, especially reviving the Wayang Peranakan, has been a curious omission in 
accounts of the Peranakan revival written during the period itself. This is especially 
so given its near-total dominance of the Peranakan theatre scene. Chan Ee-Hwee’s 
1986 thesis, despite being written after the successful GSA productions Buang Keroh 
Pungot Jernih (1985) and Menyesal (1986), regards the GSA as but “a social club 
where Babas gather for a game of mahjong every Wednesday night”, surprisingly 
not even mentioning the two successful wayangs that received much publicity then.64 
N. Balakrishnan similarly overlooked the GSA and its initiatives despite arguing 
that the revival was “one of the few genuinely populist phenomena” in Singapore.65  
 
What, then, is so special about the GSA Wayang Peranakan that it warrants an 
academic study of this length? For one, the wayangs were practically the only form 
of Peranakan theatre in existence in 1980s Singapore meant that they played an 
integral part in the social life of the Peranakan community. Because of the wayangs’ !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
62 “A play on manners”, SM, 7 February 1985, p. 16. 
63 “Faithful 60 who keep the Dondang Sayang swinging”, ST, 25 January 1977, p. 13.   
64 Chan Ee-Hwee, The Peranakan Culture in Transition, unpublished B.Soc.Sci thesis, NUS, 1986, p. 61. 
65 Balakrishnan, “Peranakans: A Political or Cultural Phenomenon?”, Far Eastern Economic Review, 126 
(October 1984): 48-51. 
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success he GSA was able to further cement its position as a foremost mediator of 
Peranakan culture. If something was not in the wayangs, it probably was not 
Peranakan! Looking beyond those reasons, for the rest of this chapter I argue how a 
study of the GSA wayangs between 1985 and 1995 not only encourages us to reassess 
what we know of the supposed ‘Peranakan Revival’ in Singapore, but also shows 
how! ethnic identities, far from being static, can be invented and embellished in 
response to particular socio-political exigencies.  
 
The 1980s Peranakan Revival 
The decade between the late-1970s and late-1980s is generally recognised as a period 
that saw the Singapore public’s resurgent interest in all things Peranakan. Lilian 
Gan’s 1978 thesis is the first academic text that makes reference to this revival, with 
Gan dating its beginnings to the mid-1970s.66 Twenty years on, Jürgen Rudolph’s 
book provided the most comprehensive discussion on the different forms this 
‘Peranakan Revival’ took.67 Early attempts at showcasing Peranakan culture, notably 
the ‘Peranakan Festivals’ in 1977 and 1978, revolved around cooking competitions 
and fashion shows that sought to prove the Peranakan lifestyle was “still alive and 
well”.68 While the Peranakan identity was expressed through their public socio-
political image as ‘King’s Chinese’ under colonial rule, in independent Singapore, 
‘Peranakan-ness’ became synonymous with the community’s aesthetically 
appealing and politically-uncontentious markers that were almost always localised 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
66 Lilian Gan, The Straits Chinese: The Modern Babas – An Exploratory Ethnographic Study of Contemporary 
Baba Lifestyles and Culture in Singapore, unpublished B.Soc.Sci thesis, NUS, 1979, p. 146. 
67 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, pp. 268-279. 
68 Advertisement for the ‘Peranakan Festival’ at Times Orchard Centre, taken from Gan, The Straits 
Chinese, Appendix, n.p. 
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within the household.69 Examples include Peranakan antiques or even the Nonya 
sarong kebaya.  
 
 At the same time, however, it is essential for us to situate this ‘Peranakan 
Revival’ within other larger socio-political trends of the 1980s, most prominent of 
which being the Singapore government’s search for a ‘national identity’. Many 
postcolonial nations are pressured to define their identities in particularistic or 
culturally unique terms, of which Singapore is no different.70 This need for a 
‘national identity’ was all the more pressing in the 1980s given how the previous 
decades’ emphasis on industrial success and economic development had left 
Singapore culturally bereft. A pragmatic attitude towards culture ensued during the 
1960s and 70s to the extent that broad cultural development, as Chua Beng Huat 
observes, “had to abide by the dictates of the logic of the economy”.71 With 
economic growth secured, the 1980s marked a period of consolidation and 
unification; it was now time for Singaporeans to return to their cultural roots and 
embrace what made them unique. A ‘national identity’ based on tenets other than 
the 1960s/70s buzzwords of rationality and economic development had to be 
formulated to unite the population. The state’s advocacy of multiculturalism as 
‘social glue’ – a legacy that remains till this day – was thus born.  
 
In line with the emphasis on multiculturalism, Peranakan culture began to be 
appreciated also for its hybridised Chinese and Malay roots that, to sociologist John 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
69 Patricia Ann Hardwick, “’Neither Fish nor Fowl’: Constructing Peranakan Identity in Colonial and 
Post-colonial Singapore”, Folklore of East Asia, 38 (2008), p. 51. 
70!Emily Stokes-Rees, “We Need Something of Our Own: Representing Ethnicity, Diversity and 
National Heritage in Singapore”, paper presented at NaMu III: National Museums in a Global World 
Conference, 19-21 November 2007. 
71 Chua Beng Huat, Communitarian Ideology and Democracy in Singapore, (London, New York: 
Routledge, 1995), p. 105. 
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Clammer, represented “what an … authentic Singaporean culture might look like” 
to the Singapore state.72  The Peranakan community’s search for its own roots could 
very well been sparked by this parallel development in the mid-1980s although it 
would admittedly be difficult to pinpoint which came first. What is clear though, 
and what Clammer neglected to mention, is the commercial slant that dovetailed the 
state’s promotion of Peranakan culture as a marker of ‘national identity’. This is best 
seen through their development of the Peranakan Place – a supposed ‘Baba cultural 
centre’ along Orchard Road.73 Even the earlier-cited ‘Peranakan Festivals’ of 1977 
and 1978 (see p. 23) were organised as “public relations efforts” to generate sales for 
a newly published Nonya cookbook.74 Similarly, as part of the Singapore Tourist 
Promotion Board (STPB)’s initiative to market Singapore as a cultural tourism 
destination,75 markers of Peranakan culture were given pride of place in numerous 
tourism material, such as a copy of The Singapore Visitor reproduced on the 
following page. Note, in this instance, how the Peranakan cultural artefacts on 
display at the Peranakan Place are equated and marketed to tourists as elements of a 
“fascinating local (viz. ‘Singaporean’) culture”.  
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
72 Clammer, Straits Chinese Society, p. 1. 
73 “Peranakan Place goes modern”, ST, 16 April 1991, p. 21. See also my earlier B.A.(Hons) thesis, 
Historicising Space in Singapore: A Case Study of the Peranakan Place, NUS, 2009. 
74 Gan, The Straits Chinese, p. 151. 
75 The STPB would later be renamed as the Singapore Tourism Board (STB) in 1997. 
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Figure 2: The Peranakan Place as a representation of a “fascinating local culture”  
(Source: National Library Board, ephemera collection) 
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Compared to these state-driven measures, the GSA Wayang Peranakan was 
noticeably less commercial in nature, which makes it an all the more interesting 
topic of study. Much like their predecessors of the 1950s who were ‘paid’ with free 
meals at the patron’s house and an ang pao (literally, a ‘red packet’ containing a 
monetary gift),76 the cast and crew of the GSA wayangs were given a honorarium 
and treated to a thank-you dinner after the performance had ended its run. The GSA 
records tell us, for instance, that for Tak Sangka (1990), the Director was paid an 
honorarium of S$1,000 and the thirteen cast members shared a modest sum of 
$5,600. 77  For Nasib (1992), the amounts were $1,500 and $8,000 respectively. 78 
Furthermore, only a portion of the plays’ revenue was channelled back to the GSA 
with the majority used to cover overhead costs.79 Unfortunately, this claim cannot be 
backed up by numerical data as such records were missing from the GSA archive.  
 
As it happens, the issue of money was so sensitive that when one audience 
member – a certain Lim Poh Cheng – wrote to the Straits Times suggesting that the 
GSA cast and crew were gila duit dan nama (“driven by money and fame”), a furore 
ensued in the newspaper’s forum page.80 Two well-known Babas countered Lim’s 
claims, one insisting that everyone involved in the play was “an amateur in the true 
sense of the word”, even spending their own money on costumes and accessories.81 
The other Baba opined the remuneration the GSA members received, which he 
described as “a mere pittance”, and which was simply incommensurable to the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76 Francis Hogan. OHC interview. Accession number 002708, reel 3.  
77 “Festival of Arts 1990: Proposed estimated budget”, document submitted by GSA to MCD, dated 24 
May 1989.  
78 “Singapore Festival of Arts 1992”, document number ET/CG/87, correspondence between GSA 
and Ministry of Information and the Arts (MITA), dated 30 May 1991.  
79 Victor Goh, personal interview.  
80 “Peranakan play was in very poor taste”, ST, 5 October 1990, p. 36. 
81 “Let’s live and let live”, ST, 8 October 1990, p. 28. 
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“zealous efforts” they put in.82 Given the GSA’s modest means and budget, it would 
hence be unreasonable to claim that the wayangs were commercially motivated 
unlike the sales of Nonya cookbooks and kebayas that were in vogue back then.  
 
Beyond situating the revival of the Wayang Peranakan within the Singapore 
government’s search for a ‘national identity’ in the 1980s, we must also understand 
it vis-à-vis the context of Singapore’s cultural and artistic revival. This was a wave 
the Wayang Peranakan was able to ride upon. The government’s decision to promote 
(and in some cases, even fund) cultural expressions such as ethnic theatre was done 
under the assumption that such expressions would “remind the different 
communities of their cultural roots”, thereby binding them to the nation.83 To this 
end, cultural festivals for each major ethnic group featuring traditional arts, 
costumes and food were organised and supported by the government. In terms of 
theatre performances, new life and funding was injected to enliven the biennial 
Singapore Festival of Arts (SFOA) that began in 1978. By the early-1980s, cultural 
authorities increasingly saw the SFOA as “a platform for showcasing [Singapore’s] 
burgeoning artistic talent” and so began to commission “all-local” works.84 Besides 
the Wayang Peranakan, professionally staged Chinese opera was also revived to 
promote a sense of a ‘Chinese’ identity.  
 
Given how the Wayang Peranakan’s revival can be situated at the crossroads 
of the resurgent interest in ethnic theatre and Peranakan culture it is perhaps 
unsurprising that beginning from Felix Chia’s Pileh Menantu (1984) the Wayang !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
82 “Peranakan play was comedy intended to ridicule”, ST, 8 October 1990, p. 28. 
83 Koh Tai Ann, “Culture and the Arts”, in The Management of Success: The Moulding of Modern 
Singapore, eds. Kernial Singh Sandhu and Paul Wheatley, (Singapore: ISEAS, 1989), p. 712.  
84 John De Souza, “The Singapore Festival of Arts: Looking back on a decade”, in Singapore Festival of 
Arts 1988: the second decade, (Singapore: Festival Secretariat, Singapore Festival of Arts 1988), p. 15. 
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Peranakan began to re-emerge on the national stage under the umbrella of the SFOA. 
“The efforts of the [GSA] to promote the Peranakan play as one of our cultural 
activities deserves our strong support”, wrote then Member of Parliament, Othman 
Harun Eusof in his foreword message to Biji Mata Mak (1989), “ [for] we now have a 
rich and colourful array of cultures in Singapore” (emphasis mine).85 Eusof’s use of 
the possessive pronoun ‘our’ reveals not only his appropriation of Peranakan 
theatre as ‘Singaporean’, but also a volte-face of the government’s position towards 
the Peranakan community in the 1960s and 70s (see p. 20). There were other more 
pressing issues to address now.  
 
While there is little doubt of the Singapore government’s ubiquitous hand in 
attempting to refashion Peranakan culture as Singapore’s ‘national culture’, the 
agency of the Peranakans in stimulating a sense of cultural revivalism should not be 
overlooked. What makes the GSA Wayang Peranakan a worthwhile case study is its 
being an example of an initiative that had limited government intervention – an 
assertion supported by a trove of hitherto-unpublished documents in the GSA 
document archive. It is through these documents that we get a clearer picture of the 
working relationship between the GSA and the MCD, and after 1991, the National 
Arts Council (NAC). A large proportion of such correspondences revolved around 
administrative or funding issues. The GSA appears to have possessed a significant 
amount of artistic licence in determining the content and form of their wayangs 
insofar as it stayed clear of broaching taboo issues such as religion and politics in 
them. In the Festival Agreement for the 1989 Singapore Festival of Arts signed by 
both the GSA and MCD, for instance, it was noted: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
85 Othman Harun Eusofe, “Message for the Gunong Sayang Association”, programme booklet for Biji 
Mata Mak (1989), p. 1.  
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The ARTISTES shall have the right to produce their own programme 
but all content must be cleared by the GOVERNMENT prior to 
publication (capitalisation in original).86  
 
Putting aside the financial backing and publicity gained from the GSA being 
part of various Singapore arts festivals, the MCD and NAC were an inconspicuous 
presence in the entire Wayang Peranakan production process.87 This ambivalent 
relationship is best captured through the words of Richard Wee, who reflected that 
if the government institutions “don’t commission [the GSA] to put up a play, we 
won’t go looking for them”.88 Wee’s confidently worded statement gives one the 
impression that the Wayang Peranakan would have survived just as well without 
NAC’s financial backing – and indeed it has done so since 1995. GSA’s perceived 
‘independence’ from government support can be juxtaposed to other non-English 
theatre forms such as the ‘traditional’ Chinese street operas and the more 
experimental Malay theatre of Teater Kami and Teater Ekamatra. The GSA, for 
instance, did not have the ample government funding that provides for elaborate 
props and a huge ensemble of cast and crew à la the Chinese street operas,89 and 
neither was it given a yearly grant that finances 70% of the cost of each production 
like the two Malay theatre companies.90 
 
Unlike the exotified image of Peranakan culture perpetuated through the 
tourism brochures and government rhetoric, these GSA wayangs, by dint of being 
staged in the vernacular Baba patois, were community-centric and non government-
dependent events that targeted Peranakans themselves. These wayangs provided an !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
86 Festival agreement for 1989 Singapore Festival of Arts, Annex 3.  
87 According to the GSA records, the MCD and NAC contributed at least $35,000 and offered a 
subsidy to the Association should their production result in a net loss.  
88 Richard Wee, personal interview. 
89 Lee Tong Soon, Chinese Street Opera in Singapore, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009), p. 10.  
90 Lim Kean Bon, Performing Whose Identity?: Singapore Malay Theatre and the Politics of Malayness, 
unpublished B.Soc.Sci thesis, NUS, 2008, p. 10.  
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avenue for the older and more knowledgeable Peranakans to resuscitate the culture 
after its two-decade suppression during the 1960s and 70s, in the process passing it 
on the next generation for posterity. ‘Peranakan-ness’, as distilled through the 
Wayang Peranakan, comes across first and foremost as a product of Peranakans 
performing, in Geertzian terms, “a story they tell themselves about themselves”.91 
The commercial concerns that governed other state-driven means of reviving 
Peranakan culture, it appears, were strictly secondary.  
 
Conclusion 
The period of Singapore history between the late-1970s and the mid-1980s was 
especially vibrant for it witnessed a revival of public interest in all things 
Peranakan; once-shunned Peranakan cultural markers like the kebaya were now 
rehabilitated and endorsed for a host of (mainly commercial) reasons. This, in no 
small part, was aligned to greater state-initiated initiatives towards promoting 
Peranakan culture as a uniquely ‘Singaporean’ cultural product that could be 
marketed to the international community. Driven by such expedience, ‘Peranakan-
ness’, for all intents and purposes, had shifted from being a socio-political to being a 
cultural construct. This was all done in the hope that the culture would act as a 
ballast counteracting Singapore’s image as a sterile landscape – something the 
country had unfortunately grown for itself in the previous two decades.   
 
But the Wayang Peranakan was different from the exotified, state-sanctioned 
markers of ‘Peranakan-ness’. Indeed, its very performance after a twenty-year 
hiatus in the 1980s had a myriad of meanings, for whereas the artform once 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91 Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, p. 448. 
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provided a grand and magnanimous veneer to the Peranakan identity as ‘King’s 
Chinese’ during the colonial era, by the 1980s its meaning had changed as the 
wayangs now became a means of evoking nostalgia of a bygone cultural milieu. 
Indeed, a point can be made that the Wayang Peranakan’s history serves as both a 
narrative of cultural adaptation and a mirror of the Peranakan community’s 
fortunes in Singapore. The GSA Wayang Peranakan are worth studying precisely 
because they offer insights to an alternative expression of ‘Peranakan-ness’ – one 
premised more upon the community’s real-life, private representation of itself 
rather than its colourful (and marketable) material culture icons the state wants to 
market ‘Peranakan-ness’ as. But what aspects of ‘Peranakan-ness’ do these wayangs 
express? We shall find out more in the following three chapters.  
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Chapter Two:  
Romancing the Rumah Baba !
What makes the Wayang Peranakan a unique theatrical genre is that it is often being 
centred upon the comings-and-goings of a typical Peranakan household frozen in 
the 1950s. This is the Rumah Baba, literally translated to mean the ‘Baba (or 
Peranakan) House’. The wayangs’ emphasis on domesticity should be seen as a 
continuation of the Peranakan community’s fascination with the household as a site 
of their social memory. In this chapter, I uncover how the wayangs’ nostalgic 
portrayals of Peranakan domestic work in the 1980s are specifically intended to 
embellish the positive aspects of Peranakan domestic life. This often works to the 
extent of silencing complicating narratives and promoting what some critics felt was 
a one-dimensional view of the Peranakan past centred almost exclusively upon an 
image of domesticity.  
 
Before we delve into the workings of nostalgia in the Wayang Peranakan, it is 
important to realise that Peranakan identity have long been anchored around 
domestic culture. Despite the corpus of writings on the Straits Chinese architectural 
style, little was known about the community’s happenings behind the Rumah Baba’s 
four walls, quite possibly due to the typical Peranakan family’s intensely private 
nature.92 Only family members or close family friends, for instance, were privy to 
the goings-on beyond the Rumah Baba’s main hall where the family received its 
guests.93 Even Rosie Tan – whose 1958 thesis was by far the most comprehensive 
account of Peranakan culture at that time – had only briefly discussed Peranakan !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
92 Various examples of Straits Chinese architecture are, for example, mentioned in Norman Edwards’s 
The Singapore House and Residential Life (1990) and Lee Kip Lin’s The Singapore House (1988).  
93 Peter Lee and Jennifer Chen, Rumah Baba: Life in a Peranakan House, (Singapore: National Heritage 
Board, 1998), p. 42. 
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domestic life, mainly Peranakan dining habits and cooking techniques.94 Peter Lee’s 
Rumah Baba: Life in a Peranakan House (1998) was thus a milestone work in its 
analysis of the Rumah as a site of cultural expression. For Lee, the Peranakan house 
was a space where social, cultural and religious values were articulated and where 
the family’s most important social occasions were celebrated.95 That Lee admitted in 
a personal interview he had to rely on “quite a number” of interviews to piece 
together the central tropes of Peranakan domestic life attests to the paucity of 
written sources on this subject.96  
 
Given the community’s fascination with domestic life, it is not surprising 
that the happenings within a Peranakan household have long provided the subject 
matter of Wayang Peranakan since its late-1950s heyday, during which domestic-
themed plays such as Tidak Berdosa (1957), Rusiah (1958) and Kaseh Ibu Tiri (1959) 
captured the audience’s attention.97 The Rumah Baba provides a goldmine of plots 
and characters that a playwright can extract in his plays. In a personal interview, an 
elderly Baba stage actor even went as far as to compare the happenings within a 
Peranakan household to the Chinese epic Romance of the Three Kingdoms (l1)!
insofar as there are “just too many interesting stories” that can be spun from a single 
narrative.98 Even a Malay newspaper reviewer was so enthralled with the Peranakan 
household dynamics that he described Nasib (1992) as being a tale of a Baba family 
filled simultaneously with sentiments of love, sorrow and hate.99 After all, which 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
94 Tan, The Straits Chinese in Singapore, pp. 111-128. 
95 Lee and Chen, Rumah Baba, p. 23. 
96 Peter Lee, personal interview. 
97 William Gwee, personal interview.  
98 G.T. Lye, personal interview.  
99 “‘Nasib’ dalam Pesta Seni”, BH, 9 April 1992. The actual words in Malay were “kisah perhubungan 
sebuah keluarga Baba yang penuh dengan perasaan suka, duka dan benci”. 
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playwright could resist setting his play in an archetypal Peranakan household filled 
with a motley crew of: 
 
[…] philandering husbands, pubescent young men waiting to be 
matched with protected maidens from impeccable backgrounds, 
bickering in-laws and good old dependable Chinese amahs 
(maidservants) who throw in many an opinion made authoritative 
through the[ir] length of service.100 
 
Notwithstanding the undoubted theatrical potential of the Rumah Baba, its 
nostalgic re-creation through the Wayang Peranakan raises certain key issues that will 
be broached in this chapter. The staged Rumah Baba, far from being a site of 
theatrical entertainment that innocently recreates a static and agreeable image of the 
Peranakan past, must also be understood as a site of cultural transmission. For the 
rest of this chapter, I show how the wayang stage is where particular narratives of 
the past and ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ are conveyed to the audience under the guise 
of nostalgia – a process that occasionally engenders tensions between older and 
younger Peranakans.  
 
Fashioning nostalgia and identity 
It must be remembered that the GSA Wayang Peranakan was never intended to be an 
avant-garde theatre meant to push artistic boundaries, but a localised community 
theatre that – in taking from its bangsawan roots – catered towards evoking nostalgia 
from its predominantly Peranakan audience. The wayangs, to Peter Lee, strive to 
recreate “that familiar feeling” among its audience through the telling of “inside 
jokes” in “a language that only they fully understand”.101 Although simple, this 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 Anne Pakir, “Peranakans in Plays: Cultural Record or Compelling Drama”, in Perceiving Other 
Worlds, ed. Edwin Thumboo, (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1991), pp. 389-390.  
101 Peter Lee, personal interview.  
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strategy proved highly effective throughout the 1980s and 90s, with at least one 
Peranakan newspaper reviewer quick to recognise the performance as “a chance to 
catch a bygone age before it finally goes the way of the Dodo”.102 In this section, I 
examine the various means used to recreate an ‘authentic’ Peranakan domestic 
milieu in its wayangs, paying special attention to how such a nostalgia-tinged 
depiction presents a de-contextualised image of the Peranakan past.   
 
 Yet what is the appeal of nostalgia? Embodied in nostalgia is a set of 
concepts that constitute an idealised life.103 Sociologist Chua Beng Huat argues that 
nostalgia construes the past as a “comforting” and “reassuring” memory that helps 
one negotiate his position within the “destabilising” present.104 In the same sense, 
this trip down memory lane the wayangs afforded was particularly impactful for the 
elderly Peranakans who had lived through the era themselves. The wayangs’ 
depiction of the early to mid-twentieth century Rumah Baba was appealing because 
the image of Peranakan society conveyed through it – of them being a leisured, 
domiciled and wealthy community – was an appealing endorsement of their 
privileged social status back then, something they no longer had by the 1980s. In the 
rhetorical question of one reviewer: “can modern Singapore support a class leisured 
enough to devote time to hand sewn beaded slippers, elaborate family altars … and 
of course, a cuisine which calls for numerous ingredients?”105 The staged Rumah Baba 
now became in essence a representation of an idealised and imagined domestic 
landscape that no longer existed due to social trends such as the relocation of 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
103 Chua Beng Huat, “That Imagined Space: Nostalgia for the Kampung in Singapore”, unpublished 
working paper, Department of Sociology, NUS, 1994, p. 26. 
104 Ibid. p. 7. 
105 “Lament for bygone days”, ST, 10 March 1985, p. 2. 
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Peranakan households after World War II and the disappearance of the 
community’s wealth over the previous two decades.106  
 
 The GSA relied on various means to nostalgically recreate the domestic 
landscape of the Rumah Baba in its 1980s Wayang Peranakan. The first way was 
through its displays of material culture through the set designs and costumes that 
were reminiscent of the past. Some Nonya actresses even wore genuine items 
onstage to flaunt their prized possessions.107 Close attention was paid to the set 
design and costumes of the wayangs to ensure that it was “as realistic as 
possible”,108 with ‘cultural advisors’ like Kenneth Cheo appointed for this purpose.109 
This strategy created a colourful and elaborate visual display onstage that the 
audience responded with appreciation. One newspaper reviewer had admitted then 
that she was eyeing the props and costumes “covetously”,110 while another was 
struck by the beauty of the glittering diamond-studded rings and jewelled buttons 
the matriarch wore onstage.111  
 
In the following page, I juxtapose two scenes – from Rusiah (1960) and Tak 
Sangka (1990) – to show the differences in elaborateness in the set designs between 
the GSA wayangs and its predecessors. Consider, for instance, how the earlier 
performance was staged against a single cloth backdrop with actors sharing a single 
microphone whereas the 1980s plays featured authentic stage sets and clip-on !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
106 Rudolph, pp. 173-195 gives a more comprehensive picture of the reasons for the Peranakan 
community’s post-World War II decline of the Peranakan community. It suffices to say that a 
combination of those factors rendered the idea of communal living in the Rumah Baba untenable in 
Independent, ‘modern’ Singapore.  
107 An unidentified actress once reportedly wore S$30,000 of jewellery onstage. See “Grapevine”, ST, 
27 June 1990, p. 6. 
108 Richard Wee, personal interview. 
109 Kenneth Cheo. OHC interview. Accession number 000770, reel 15. 
110 “Ayoh! The weeping and the swearing”, ST, 9 June 1986, p. 21. 
111 “The Nonya is a man!”, ST, 13 February 1985, p. 8. 
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microphones for each actor/actress. This points to the greater emphasis the 
contemporary wayangs placed on authentically recreating the domestic milieu 
through the recreation of ‘authentic’ Peranakan settings. According to William 
Gwee, there was “no need” for the 1950s wayangs to have “such elaborate props” 
because all the Peranakans in the audience “would have known what a Peranakan 
house looks like”.112   
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 William Gwee, personal interview.  
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Figure 3: domestic scenes from Rusiah (1960, above) and Tak Sangka (1990, below) 
(Source: Manis Manis Pait programme booklet, 1995) 
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The speaking of Baba Malay in the Wayang Peranakan is also significant in 
evoking nostalgia, particularly because Peranakan families were gradually 
switching from the Baba patois to English as their main language from the late-
1960s onwards.113 This, naturally, had its roots in Singapore’s language policy, 
which was formulated on the basis that English proficiency was an essential 
requirement for academic excellence.114 Many Peranakan families in this vein began 
to speak more English than Baba Malay at home. In this linguistic context, the use of 
idiomatic or conversational Baba Malay dramatised onstage becomes all the more 
effective in engaging the wayangs’ largely elderly audience who had lived through 
the phase of language transition.115 This performance of a colourful yet dying 
language, for example, enabled a certain reviewer to “relieve [her] Peranakan 
childhood”,116 while another reviewer, upon hearing the rich idioms expressed 
onstage, expressed regret at having lost her cultural identity as a Nonya.117 This 
topic of the wayangs’ use of the Baba patois, in particular its varied effect on elderly 
and younger Peranakans, will be covered in greater detail in the next chapter.  
 
 Another particularly appealing aspect of the Wayang Peranakan is its onstage 
showcase of Peranakan cultural beliefs and practices, many of which were no longer 
practiced in the 1980s. Some of these cultural practices include: celebratory and 
mourning rituals, paying respects to one’s elders (sohjah), and even addressing 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113 Anne Pakir, “Linguistic Heritage of the Peranakans”, in William Gwee, Mas Sepuloh: Baba 
Conversational Gems, (Singapore: Armour Publishing, 1993), pp. xi-xvi provides a good introduction.  
114 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 339. 
115 Pakir, “Peranakans in Plays”, p. 391.  
116 “Transported to a Peranakan past”, ST, 16 September 1987, p. 25. 
117 “Lament for bygone days”, ST, 10 March 1985, p. 2. 
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relatives by their position within the family.118 Interspersed between them was the 
occasional instance where certain Peranakan beliefs would be aired. Thriftiness, the 
importance of filial piety, the concern for eating too much ‘heaty’ food and the 
incessant need to know when one’s offspring are getting married are but some 
examples of such cultural practices.119 Sylvia Tan perhaps echoed the sentiments of 
many audience members when she lamented 
 
Even that simple yet powerful gesture of kneeling to pay respect to 
one’s elders … may be looked at askance by Westernised 
Singaporeans … when [the matriarch] tried to back out of that 
tradition by saying it was unnecessary in these modern times, it was 
clear even then how time had eroded into that custom.120  
 
 
Figure 4: the sohjah ceremony. Here we see Bong Neo (kneeling) and Bah Chik (bending 
over) paying their respects to Bibik Yin Tee (seated in foreground). 
(Source: Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih programme booklet, 1985) !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118 The usage of the correct terms of address was an integral part of Peranakan culture for identified 
the exact familial relationship two people shared and accorded due respect to each party. See “Aspects 
of Respect”, TP, 2010, issue 2, p. 4. 
119 “Ayoh! The weeping and the swearing”, ST, 9 June 1986, p. 21. 
120 “Lament for bygone days”, ST, 10 March 1985, p. 2. 
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 The GSA’s reliance on the feel-good effect of nostalgia, however, had its own 
problems too, most prominently in establishing a balance between tradition and 
change, and between the expectations of older and younger audiences. The GSA did 
make attempts to break away from this nostalgic mould and cater towards more 
contemporary and realist audience expectations. In the 1990s, motivated by their 
concern that audience members were getting jelak (jaded) of this predictable formula 
(in a young newspaper columnist’s exasperated words: “Another Arts Festival, 
another Peranakan play!”), producers began to experiment with new scenarios.121 
Accordingly, to encourage the audience to contend with different facets of 
Peranakan domesticity at different points in time, more historically-situated plot 
elements such as National Service and the Japanese Occupation were weaved into 
Sudah di-Janji (1990) and Manis Manis Pait (1995) respectively. However, there were 
limits to such innovation. Richard Wee, a long-time GSA stagehand reflected “[the 
GSA] could not be too radical in their approach [to the wayangs]” because they had 
to cater to a largely elderly Peranakan audience who “cannot have enough of 
nostalgia”.122 Even William Gwee, the scriptwriter of 1995’s Manis Manis Pait, felt 
compelled to reassure audiences in the play’s programme booklet that despite these 
changes, “the basic ingredients dear to the hearts of true-blue Wayang Peranakan fans 
are still there”.123 
 
As we have seen, in the Wayang Peranakan, a particular image of a Peranakan 
‘Golden Age’ is reified and idealised, remembered sentimentally and reconstructed 
romantically. While this could be attributed to the wayangs’ scriptwriters and 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
121 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
122 Richard Wee, personal interview. 
123 “Scriptwriter’s message”, Manis Manis Pait programme booklet, p. 11. 
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directors (among them elderly and knowledgeable Babas like Henry Tan, William 
Tan and William Gwee) relying on their personal memories to craft the plots and 
themes, we can also understand the wayangs’ popularity in relation to broader 
motifs of how these elderly Peranakans had conceived their identities. The 
essentially de-contextualised narrative presented through the Wayang Peranakan is 
not only derived from the importance many Peranakans placed on the domestic 
sphere as a space where ‘Peranakan-ness’ could be expressed. It is also derived from 
the community’s desire for nostalgia; to “see a way of life they once knew enacted 
before their eyes”, in the words of one reviewer.124  
 
At the same time, however, the feel-good sensation of nostalgia did not 
appeal to all audiences, as can be inferred from the attempts made to ‘modernise’ 
the performance genre in Sudah di-Janji (1990) and Manis Manis Pait (1995). The 
Wayang Peranakan, as one non-Peranakan Chinese reviewer looking on from the 
outside pointed out, only exists because its audience needs it to exist (in Mandarin
0[¡vZ!O	Kt ).125 But the forms the idea of a 
Peranakan past should be manifested in, clearly, are subject to the mediation of 
these elderly knowledgeable Babas like Henry Tan, William Tan and William Gwee. 
 
Domesticating ‘Peranakan-ness’ 
The nostalgia evoked by situating the Wayang Peranakan solely within the domestic 
realm serves a deeper purpose than just being a crowd-puller. After all, as David 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
124 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
125 ;%WV¨	\_ sA$(FKDy}8	13 October 1990. 
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Lowenthal argues, in remaking the past, the past remakes us too.126 But how do the 
wayangs’ depiction of ‘Peranakan-ness’ “remake” the Peranakan audience’s 
understanding of their community’s history and cultural identity? The idea of 
‘domesticating’ has two meanings here: on one hand it refers to how the wayangs 
locate ‘Peranakan-ness’ within the domestic sphere. When understood 
metaphorically on the other, it suggests a process of disempowering and glossing 
over what may be deemed unpleasant aspects of the culture that, by extension, 
should not be the dirty linen washed in public. These two meanings converge in this 
section as I show how the Wayang Peranakan’s producers, in insulating the 
audience’s understanding of Peranakan culture to within the Rumah Baba’s four 
walls and the Nonya’s role in them, overlook certain historical and political facets of 
the Peranakan identity upheld by the Babas. This gender dimension, which will be 
further explored in Chapter Four, adds another layer of analysis to our 
understanding of the ways Peranakans conceived their own identities.  
 
The Wayang Peranakan’s domesticating of ‘Peranakan-ness’ is best evidenced 
through how it is almost always the female characters (either the dominating 
matriarch, the unwed daughter or the manipulative daughters-in-law) that are the 
focal points of the play. The male stock characters, conversely, occupy a peripheral 
role: the Baba patriarch, despite being the head of the household, is usually a silent 
unobtrusive figure and his young sons often unwitting victims of their wives’ hantu 
batal (pillow-talk) manoeuvrings. In plays like Biji Mata Mak (1989), the patriarch 
only appears in one of six acts while Tak Sangka (1990) takes the idea of the absent 
paternal figure further by entirely omitting his character from the play. The sons’ !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
126 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), p. 
xxv.  
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susceptibility to their wives’ manipulation is evidenced in the following exchange 
from Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih (1985) where despite his initial scepticism about 
Choo Neo’s (CN) plan to move out of the ancestral home, Bah Seng (BS) eventually 
yields to her emotional blackmail:    
 
BS: Habis lu mo suru gua buat apa?  
(“So what do you want me to do?”) 
 
CN: Gua mo lu sekarang jugak pergi jumpa bapak lu, kasi tau lu mo pindah  
(“I want you to tell your father you wish to move out”) 
 
BS: Ah-ee, boleh kah? Gua anak yang besar tau? Lagipun, bukan lu suda tau, 
gua oohow sama Mak Bapak gua  
(“How is that possible? I am the eldest son and as you know, I am 
filial to my parents”) 
 
CN: Kalu tak boleh, gua nanti pindah. Lu tinggal jadi anak besar, Raja besar 
kah  
(“If you can’t do it, I will move out. You can stay here and be the big 
son, the king [of the household]”) 
 
BS: Choo Neo, lu bukan tak tau, gua chukop sayang sama lu  
(“Choo Neo, you should know I love you deeply”) 
 
CN: Kalu lu betol sayang sama gua, lu patot mesti turut kan gua punya mo  
(“If you really love me, you should follow what I tell you”) 
 
BS: Alah sudah lah, nanti gua pergi chakap sama Chek … toksa khek ki  
(“Ok that’s enough. I will talk to my parents later, no need to fret”) 
 
The Wayang Peranakan’s focus on the female, rather than male, figure is so 
distinct it often fosters poignant reminiscences from audience members. G.T. Lye’s 
impersonation of the matriarch, for instance, convinced one reviewer “he was [her] 
grandmother, right down to her [chewing of] serai”.127 Another reviewer recalled 
how the female characters were “absolute echoes of [her] mum and assorted 
aunts”.128 The male characters, conversely, warranted few mentions in newspaper 
reviews of the wayangs – even a reviewer who was impressed by Patrick Foo’s role !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
127 “Family Reunion – onstage and off”, ST, 4 March 1985, p. 21. Serai refers to the betelnut leaf that is 
commonly chewed in many Southeast Asian countries. 
128 “Ayoh! The weeping and the swearing”, ST, 9 June 1986, p. 21. 
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as “the typical patient, long-suffering Straits Chinese gentleman” stopped short of 
referring to how Foo’s character triggered memories of the men-folk in her family in 
the same way G.T. Lye’s matriarch’s character did.129 Certainly, the fact remains that 
in the context of the 1980s ‘Peranakan Revival’ that prompted a new wave of public 
interest, nostalgia, coupled with the GSA’s desire to preserve the culture, was best 
served through emphasising the image of a gossipy and colourful kebaya-clad 
Nonya than a staid Western-dressed Baba who was hardly at home.  
 
Such a representation of a reticent male figure is not historically inaccurate 
either. Ethnographer Hugh Lewis, for one, noted in an online article: 
 
The male, and the son [of a Peranakan household], retained much of 
his privileged, paternal Chinese status – but was more compelled to 
define that identity exclusively in terms that was outside the 
household, and … outside of the central bounds of the culture of 
which he was attached ... his only cultural obligation was to protect … 
his domestic base of support, but not … to be a central part of its 
domestic orientation.130 
 
William Gwee, speaking from personal experience, corroborates Lewis’s 
observations of the Baba men, adding that the women “represent everything that is 
interesting in a Peranakan household”.131 The Baba men, by contrast, were hardly 
home and usually led “lives of wine, women and song” outside the house.132 
Attempting to magnify the Baba’s role in the domestically situated Wayang 
Peranakan thus appears ahistorical to Gwee, for essentially such an idea “goes 
against the Peranakan family conventions”.133 The GSA performances, as such, do 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
129 “Transported to a Peranakan past”, ST, 16 September 1987, p. 25. 
130 Hugh M. Lewis, “Nonya Culture”, 
<http://www.lewismicropublishing.com/Publications/BabaNonya/BabaNonya4.htm>.  
Accessed on 19 June 2011.  
131 William Gwee, personal interview. 
132 William Gwee, personal interview. 
133 Ibid. 
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not contribute anything new to the hitherto neglected field about the Baba’s role in 
Peranakan domestic culture, although to be fair, that was not what the wayangs were 
intended for in the first place.  
 
Yet as much as the Wayang Peranakan’s use of nostalgia uncovers what was 
hitherto a private aspect of the Peranakan past, it also conceals other aspects – most 
notably, the historical context in which the idea of a Peranakan identity first took 
root. Sociologist John Clammer attributed the emergence of Peranakan society to the 
colonial environment that provided “status, employment, security, prosperity and 
peace” for the Peranakans.134 The creation of a distinctive Peranakan identity, 
Clammer concludes, was a political rather than a cultural phenomenon. 135  N 
Balakrishnan and Jürgen Rudolph would further support Clammer’s view.136 Such 
views, however, are discordant to the image of Peranakan past portrayed through 
the wayangs – a point that led Robert Yeo, a Baba playwright himself, to remark “it 
[was] hard to believe the [Peranakan] golden age took place in sitting rooms, 
bedrooms and kitchens”.137 To be sure, even till today the British colonial legacy is 
seldom mentioned, let alone celebrated, in the Wayang Peranakan. This is despite the 
well-known fact that the successes of many Babas (in this case, referring to a male 
Peranakan) were premised upon their close working relationship with the British. 
What is historically significant about the Peranakan past is, ironically, precisely 
what appears to have been left out in the GSA’s Wayang Peranakan, a performance 
that purports to nostalgise that same ‘Golden Age’ past.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
134 John Clammer, Straits Chinese Society: Studies in the Sociology of the Baba communities of Malaysia and 
Singapore, (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1980), p. 127. 
135 Ibid., p. 138. 
136 N Balakrishnan, “After the Peranakan revival”, BT, 2 June 1985 and Rudolph, Reconstructing 
Identities, p. 203. 
137 “Towards a new era of Peranakan plays”, ST, 19 January 1994, p. 7. 
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The wayangs’ accentuation of the Nonya’s role and the concomitant 
peripheralisation of the Baba’s must also be understood as a continuation of a 
broader trend where cultural institutions sought to reconceptualise how the 
Peranakan identity is projected and understood. This strategy of playing up the 
cultural and female, rather than the political and male, aspects of ‘Peranakan-ness’ 
is corroborated by various academic studies. Jürgen Rudolph argued how 
‘Peranakan-ness’ had by the late-1970s become conceptualised and understood 
through cultural rather than socio-political markers; what distinguished the 
Peranakans from the totoks (non-Peranakan Chinese) were no longer the Baba’s 
social capital or contributions as Singapore’s first local-born political leaders, but the 
Nonyas’ distinctive cultural traits such as dressing and cooking that were confined 
within the Rumah Baba’s four walls.138 Similarly, Patricia Hardwick also observed 
how manifestations of the Peranakan revival in the 1980s seldom elaborated on the 
Babas’ public lives as colonial middlemen, but rather emphasised the domesticity of 
Peranakan culture and the Nonya’s image in them.139  
 
That the central purpose of nostalgia is to render the foreign familiar there is 
little doubt. What would perhaps be the more pertinent in a history thesis is to raise 
questions such as: what image of the past is rendered familiar through nostalgia’s 
rose-tinted lens, how does this image gel (or grate) with the existing body of 
knowledge on Peranakan culture and history, and what may explain the divergence 
between history and the way(s) it is represented? Above all else, what the Wayang 
Peranakan staged and reclaimed was but a domesticated past where pride of place 
was given to markers of ‘Peranakan-ness’ upheld by the ubiquitous Nonya rather !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
138 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, pp. 51-52, 294-295. 
139 Hardwick, “Neither Fish nor Fowl”, pp. 36-55. 
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than those associated with the usually-absent Baba. We must seek to think broadly 
and locate such a representation within a broader socio-historical context of 1980s 
Singapore’s search for a national identity – a quest better served by ‘Peranakan-
ness’ being represented in public discourse through figure of the colourful and 
traditional Nonya rather than the reticent suit-wearing Baba. 
 
Conclusion 
The need to create a lieux de mémoire (“sites of memory”) – in this case, the Wayang 
Peranakan), according to Pierre Nora, emerges precisely because of the destruction 
wrought to milieux de mémoire (“environments of memory”) where a sense of history 
exists in the community’s living memories. 140 We need something to stimulate our 
remembrance of the past because we are not capable of spontaneously doing so. 
This desire to make the Peranakan past accessible – particularly to the younger 
generation who did not experience it themselves – in the mid-1980s was a key factor 
as to why the GSA, led by its then-President Kwek Choon Chuan, wanted to revive 
the Wayang Peranakan after its twenty-year hiatus. The social memory evoked 
through the wayangs’ projecting in public view what was essentially a private image 
of domesticity was one tinged with nostalgia for a Peranakan ‘Golden Age’. Yet 
nostalgia, as I have shown in this chapter, is much more than a theatrical device, or 
a feel-good sensation.  
 
Through the rose-tinted lens of nostalgia, the cultural producers’ selective 
ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ – as a domiciled ethnic identity rooted in markers of 
language, dressing and material culture – are reified and communicated to the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
140 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History”, Representations, 26 (Spring 1989), p. 7. 
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Peranakan audience, in turn mediating their community’s sense of history and 
identity. If modern ideas of the Peranakan ethnic identity are of it being an invented 
entity, then nostalgia, propagated through cultural expressions like the Wayang 
Peranakan, is the leitmotif that dominates this (re)invention of ‘Peranakan-ness’. At 
the same time, however, we should also recognise the mechanics that undergird this 
process of cultural re-invention and how this nostalgic recreation of the past did not 
appeal to all audiences. Historians of culture need to ask which aspects of the 
Peranakan identity are given pride of place, and which are forgotten in the wayangs, 
for a narrative for nostalgia often conceals as much as it reveals. It is only when we 
are able to pinpoint what the wayangs tell us, and what they do not say, that we may 
appreciate the Wayang Peranakan for being a true “cultural record” of the Peranakan 
community that Anne Pakir once conceived them as.141 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
141 Pakir, “Peranakans in Plays”, p. 396. 
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Chapter Three:  
Performing the Patois !
As argued in the previous chapter, one of the key features distinguishing a 
Peranakan play from a play about Peranakans is the former’s use of the Baba 
patois.142 That the wayangs were staged almost exclusively in the patois is significant 
as it suggests that unlike other Peranakan cultural markers (viz. the kebayas and the 
cuisine, to cite but two examples) that were being revived and popularised from the 
late-1970s onwards, the Wayang Peranakan were staged with the clear intention of 
being an event that targeted the Peranakan community itself. While the plots of 
these wayangs contained the stories that the Peranakans told themselves about 
themselves, it was through the colourful patois that these stories were embellished 
and reified to the audience. In this chapter, I first trace the importance of the patois 
to the Peranakan conception of their ethnic identity, before highlighting how the 
Wayang Peranakan’s Baba Malay dialogue aids in the GSA’s projecting a particular 
image of ‘Peranakan-ness’ to the audience. 
 
“If you don’t speak the language, you’re not a Baba” 
The historical origins of the Baba patois have yet to be conclusively determined 
although it appears reasonable to assume the language emerged as a result of Sino-
Malay interaction in late-nineteenth century Singapore. Fostered by Singapore’s 
position as a regional entrepôt, a racially and linguistically heterogeneous landscape 
emerged, with a variant of Baba Malay used as a lingua franca. The best evidence for 
this comes from Lim Hiong Seng’s 1887 book, in which he observed “all those who 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
142 Throughout this chapter, I will use the names ‘Baba patois’ and ‘Baba Malay’ interchangeably.  
- 53 - !
… have intercourse with the public speak the Babas’ Malay”.143 Similar remarks 
about Baba Malay’s pervasiveness then can also be found in the writings of Chia 
Cheng Sit published in 1899.144 Beyond being a conversational vernacular, fin-de-
siècle Singapore also saw Baba Malay emerge as the “business language” of the 
Straits Settlements, according to missionary W.G. Shellabear.145  
 
A key factor that contributed to the patois’s decline by the mid-twentieth 
century was that it was never elevated to the position of being an official language 
in Singapore. The usage of Baba Malay, consequently, became increasingly 
restricted to Peranakans conversing in the domestic sphere. And even so, not all 
Peranakans spoke the patois at home. Robert Yeo, who grew up in the 1940s, 
recalled that by the mid-1950s he had begun to speak English to a majority of his 
family members save his maternal grandmother and mother.146 Yeo’s recollection is 
also telling for it showed the direct – and detrimental – effect that mainstream 
education had on the patois. The slump of Baba Malay from its dominant position 
was so drastic that by 1957, half a century after Lim Hiong Seng’s observations, 
journalist Margaret Khor began to predict its eventual death.147 Reasons for the 
decline of Baba Malay include the spread of English-medium education among 
Babas that was thought to be “instrumental in helping many a young Straits 
Chinese strive after higher and nobler ideals in life”.148 Compounding this matter 
was the success of the Lim Boon Keng-led Straits Chinese Reform Movement that !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
143 Lim Hiong Seng, A Manual of the Malay Colloquial such as spoken by all Nationalities of the Straits 
Settlements and Designed for Domestic and Business Purposes, (Singapore: Koh Yew Hean, 1887), p. i.  
144 Chia Cheng Sit, “The Language of the Babas”, SCM, 3(9), 1899, pp. 11-15.  
145 W.G. Shellabear, An English-Malay Dictionary, (Singapore: Methodist Publishing House, 1916), p. vi.  
146 Robert Yeo, personal interview. That Yeo only spoke the patois to the female members of his family 
is interesting in its bringing to the surface a ‘gendered’ perspective of language use. This will be 
covered in greater detail in Chapter Five.  
147 Margaret Khor, “The Nonya – then and now”, Straits Times Annual, 1957, p. 30.  
148 Song, One Hundred Years, p. 491. 
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encouraged, among other things, the English education of young Nonyas that took 
them out from the domestic surroundings they were familiar with.149  
 
The dwindling usage of Baba Malay would continue through the late-
twentieth century and can even be said to dovetail the declining status of the 
Peranakan community – a perspective shared by linguist Anne Pakir.150 By the mid-
1980s, the prognosis for the future of Baba Malay was so bleak that Aileen Lau (a 
Nonya herself) described the creole’s decline as a form of “language death”.151 
Jürgen Rudolph further cites a comprehensive list of reasons explaining the post-
war decline of Baba Malay in Singapore.152 Among the key factors was the increased 
dependence on English as the medium of instruction and commerce in Singapore, 
which encouraged more Peranakan families to converse with their children in 
English rather than Baba Malay (see p. 40 for elaboration). In the context of this 
thesis, it is important to realise how the preponderance of factors that accounted for 
the decline of Baba Malay till the 1980s threatened not only the language, but also 
the Peranakan sense of identity, which was rooted in their speaking of the language.  
   
 The quotation used for the header of this section is attributed to one of 
Jürgen Rudolph’s Peranakan interviewees, and aptly captures many Peranakans’ 
conception of the patois as an inextricable aspect of their ethnic identity. 153 
Languages, as sociolinguists are wont to argue, function simultaneously as an index 
of group identity and a distinguishing factor separating an ‘in-group’ that speaks a 
particular language from the ‘out-group’ that does not. After all, how may one claim !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
149 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 319. 
150 Pakir, A Linguistic Investigation of Baba Malay, p. 30. 
151 See Aileen Lau, Language Death with particular reference to the Baba Malay of Singapore, unpublished 
M.A. thesis, University of York, 1984. 
152 See Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 337. 
153 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 336. 
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to understand, appreciate and above all, be a part of – a culture if he is unable to 
speak the language upon which it is built upon? This point was further elaborated 
by two elderly Peranakans, who, in their personal interviews with me, alluded to 
the patois’s importance in fostering a sense of communal identity. William Gwee 
opined that Baba Malay functioned as a social glue that “when uttered, 
automatically brings Peranakans closer to one another”.154 Also, the Peranakan fear 
of being looked down upon as “Baba Seow” (see footnote) because of their imperfect 
intonation of Mandarin made speaking the patois “an all the more important part of 
the Peranakan identity”, as Victor Goh revealed in a personal interview.155 
 
 Being staged in the Baba patois, the Wayang Peranakan became a conduit 
through which the GSA sought to uphold the language’s centrality to the 
construction of ‘Peranakan-ness’; “the play itself is not the thing – the language is”, 
reflected a Nonya journalist after watching a performance.156 It is not hard to see 
why: as a theatrical production, the GSA wayangs’ colourful use of the patois often 
compensated for the artistic merit lost by its one-dimensional characters and 
formulaic plots. As a social event too, the Wayang Peranakan was an occasion where 
the patois could be unashamedly used in public – a significant occasion, no doubt, 
given the creole’s decline over the preceding two decades. Some younger 
Peranakans who took part in the wayangs were even encouraged to pick up the 
language.157 It was perhaps these factors that compelled then-President of the 
Peranakan Association, T.W. Ong to credit the GSA for helping to preserve the Baba 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
154 William Gwee, personal interview. 
155 Victor Goh, personal interview. Literally translated, “Baba Seow” means “Mad Baba”. 
156 “Family reunion, onstage and off”, ST, 4 March 1985, p. 21. 
157 Anne Pakir, A Linguistic Investigation of Baba Malay, unpublished PhD dissertation, University of 
Hawaii, 1986, p. 24. 
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patois through their plays.158 What Ong did not comment on, however, was how this 
was achieved. In the next section, we consider this issue in greater detail, paying 
special attention to how the witty patois dialogue, helped invent an appealing 
image of ‘Peranakan-ness’.  
 
Recreating a Peranakan “song-and-dance” character 
As Singapore’s only exclusively Peranakan theatre genre, the Wayang Peranakan has 
long resisted having other languages spoken onstage.159 But how does being staged 
in the Baba patois enhance the humour of GSA Wayang Peranakan? Or, put in 
another way, what would have been lost had the wayangs been staged in another 
language – say, English? Various people have tackled this question and arrived at 
various answers. While Wayang Peranakan practitioners like Tony Quek and 
Fredrick Soh concentrated on the artistic merits of the patois, opining the language 
helped to “add colour” and “bring to life” what would otherwise have been nothing 
more than a clichéd melodrama, 160  linguist Anne Pakir chose to construe the 
wayangs’ use of the patois as a “cultural record” through which Peranakan values 
and perceptions were documented and imbibed to the younger generation.161 These 
views were not incorrect, but neither do they present a comprehensive picture of 
Baba Malay usage in the Wayang Peranakan – specifically, how the wayangs’ spirited 
peppering of Baba Malay bon mots helped invent an image of the Peranakans as a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
158 “Peranakan play helped preserve Baba patois”, ST, 11 October 1990, p. 28. 
159 An exception, though, would be 1990’s Sudah Di-Janji, of which a reviewer estimates 60 percent was 
in English. The reason for this was because the play was performed as part of the ASEAN Theatre 
Festival that catered to an international audience. See “Fun despite language barrier”, ST, 12 October 
1990, p. 6. 
160 Tony Quek and Fredrick Soh, “Drama on Stage: Making a Peranakan Play”, panel discussion held 
at the NUS Museum, 18 September 2010.  
161 Anne Pakir, “Peranakans in Plays”, p. 392.  
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“song-and-dance people who enjoy life to the fullest”.162 This will be the topic 
covered in the next few pages.  
 
 The colourful and vivacious image of ‘Peranakan-ness’ the Wayang Peranakan 
reified through the Baba patois gelled with how a number of elderly Peranakans 
thought of wit and humour as an integral part of their ethnic identities. In a 
personal interview, William Gwee was quick to draw upon his personal experiences 
to establish a link between the Peranakan language, the community’s penchant for 
humour and what it means to be ‘Peranakan’:  
 
Babas of my generation and before me are natural born jokers and leg 
pullers.  When we are together, there will always be laughter all 
around … you will be surprised at the type of jokes cracked by the 
Babas even in the presence of their wives … This is unlike Chinamen 
who are serious by nature, when they try to be funny it does not come 
naturally. The Babas can see humour everywhere and so this is 
reflected in their wayangs.163 
 
 Gwee’s essentialist views are echoed by younger Peranakans like Kenny 
Chan, who opined that one needed to be well versed in Peranakan culture to 
understand the Peranakan brand of humour.164 Whether it is true that being able to 
appreciate a certain kind of humour is a prerequisite to be ‘Peranakan’ is secondary 
(in this thesis, at least) to the fact that many Peranakans, amongst them Gwee and 
Chan, think it is. This nexus between language, humour and identity is something 
the Wayang Peranakan propagates through their liberal peppering of Baba humour 
throughout the plays.   
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
162 “Just lovely, warts and all”, SM, 19 June 1984, p. 16. 
163 William Gwee, personal interview. 
164 “Why you so kledek? So funny, lah. It’s all about language and wit”, TNP, 27 November 1993, p. 7.  
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There are countless examples of Baba humour in the GSA wayangs, but for 
want of space I shall cite only a few examples here. What is most important is less 
how the witty Baba patois makes for a memorable theatrical performance than it is 
how the language reaffirms certain supposedly ‘Peranakan’ qualities. After all, 
ethnic humour like that in the Wayang Peranakan is often untranslatable; a joke in the 
patois would often lose its punch when translated into another language. Peranakan 
humour, in a nutshell, is funny simply because it is performed, and can only be 
understood, in the patois. 
 
The first excerpt, taken from Salah Sangka (1993), features a conversation 
between three sisters Puteh, Itam and Bongsoo. Earlier in the play, Bongsoo had 
promised to give her foolish boyfriend, Hock Chuan, her savings to invest in 
business. In this scene, Bongsoo tries to get Itam to open the drawer where her 
jewellery was kept so that she could pass them to Hock Chuan. Puteh, the older and 
wiser sister, however, did not understand her younger sister’s impulsive actions 
and teases her – much to Bongsoo’s frustration.  
 
Itam: Bongsoo, lu apa pasal ada di sini?  
(“Bongsoo, what are you doing here?”) 
 
Bongsoo: Gua sudah charik sama lu satu dunia. 
(“I’ve been looking the whole earth for you”) 
 
Puteh: Bukan kah bagus macham dulu kita budak-budak main hide-and-seek. 
(“Isn’t it good, like our childhood when we played hide-and-seek”)  
Itam: Apa lu mo chakap, chakap lah. 
(“Say what you want to say”) 
 
Bongsoo: Takda Si Hock Chuan. 
(“Its about Hock Chuan”) 
 
Puteh: Apa jangan lu sudah bunting? 
(“I hope you’re not pregnant?) 
 
Itam: Puteh lu ini ada sahja. 
(“Puteh, you’re talking nonsense”) 
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Bongsoo: Gua ingat mo mintak barang yang lu simpan dalam kepok  
(“I wish to ask for the things you kept in the box”) 
 
Puteh: Kalu lu mo pergi pakeh ini barang semua pergi office tentu orang kata 
lu suda jatoh gila. Apa pasal pulak lu sampay begitu yow kin sekali? Bikin 
kreja tak boleh buru buru. Kalu mo kawin pun mesti go slow. Kalu lu gopoh 
gopoh nanti kasi sedara sedara semua chakap. 
(“If you wear those [jewellery] to work, people will think you’re mad. 
Why are you suddenly so greedy? You shouldn’t be hasty. If you wish 
to marry you have to go slow. If you hurry our relatives will gossip.”) 
 
Itam: Tolong lah Puteh, lu jangan suka sekali menyampok. 
(“Please, Puteh, don’t always butt in on conversations”) 
 
Puteh: Habis apa macham, Bongsoo? Lu takmo itu anak kah? 
(“So what’s happening, Bongsoo? You don’t want the child?”) 
 
Bongsoo: Siapa ada bunting? Lu ada sahja. 
(“Who is pregnant? You’re talking nonsense.”)  
 
Although seemingly unimportant in terms of advancing the main storyline, 
such spirited dialogue brings to the surface the high premium many Peranakans 
placed on quick-wittedness as a definitive marker of ‘Peranakan-ness’. Baba 
humour may be silly, slapstick even, yet its continued appeal nevertheless reveals 
the way(s) Peranakans framed their own identities. That each character spoke in a 
succession of short and easily understood sentences contributed to the quick-fire 
dialogue that expressed precisely what an English translation of it would lack – a 
“raucousness and love of life”, as one reviewer put it.165 Unlike Western theatre, one 
of the hallmarks of ‘traditional’ pre-war Wayang Peranakan – or indeed, the Malay 
Bangsawan tradition it emanated from – was the absence of scripted speech, which 
meant that actors had to react intuitively to their peers’ jibes and ripostes. A great 
actor then, was one who could “read” the audience and “play to the gallery”.166 
Despite a greater reliance on scripts in the 1980s wayangs compared to the earlier 
performances, such cut-and-thrust verbal sparring scenes nevertheless remained a !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
165 “Just lovely, warts and all”, SM, 19 June 1984, p. 16. 
166 William Gwee, personal interview. 
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marquee attraction and usually generated the most laughter. Taking a broader 
perspective beyond the wayangs, the singing of dondang sayang (a parallel Peranakan 
performing art) also relies on such verbal sparring in the form of pantuns (Malay 
poetic verses), attesting once again to how language proficiency is commonly seen 
to be a marker of one’s Peranakan identity.  
 
Another characteristic of ‘Peranakan-ness’ the wayangs portray is various 
foibles and stereotypes that, in some measure, typify the Peranakan community. In 
the above extract, Puteh’s teasing brings to the surface not only Bongsoo’s 
gullibility, but also her desperation to get married to the extent she had to resort to 
lending Hock Chuan her life savings to prove her love and commitment to him. 
Through the dialogue, the characterisation of a foolish Bongsoo is upheld as a 
typical example of a smitten young Peranakan maiden who would do anything to 
secure her suitor’s affections. The quick-flowing, expression-laced Baba dialogue is 
also frequently used to perpetuate the happy-go-lucky disposition and 
idiosyncrasies of characters like the brattish, idle son and the unassuming, timid 
patriarch. These flaws, ironically, are precisely what made these characters perfect 
representations of ‘typically Peranakan’ personalities.  
 
The Baba patois, at the same time, was not just used to bring to the surface 
certain Peranakan idiosyncrasies. This is particularly so when one examines the 
wayangs’ portrayal of non-Peranakan characters, particularly the archetypal 
Cantonese servant famously played by Sally Gan. A marquee attraction in her own 
right, Gan starred as the servant in every single GSA performance between 1985 and 
1995. Consider in this respect the second excerpt below, a short dialogue between 
the matriarch Bibik Non (BN) and her Cantonese servant Ah Hwa (AH) in Zaman 
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Sekarang (1987). This scene takes place after one of Bibik Non’s sons brought his 
girlfriend home to meet his mother – a sign usually taken in Peranakan custom to 
mean the couple were considering the prospect of marriage.  
 
BN: Apa lu ada meleteh kat sini? 
(“What are you ranting about here?”) 
 
AH: Takla meleteh, wah sama lu Kiong Hee. Sekalang lu boleh kawin kan lu 
punya anak lua lua. 
(“I’m not ranting, I want to congratulate you. Now you can marry off 
both your sons”)  
 
BN: Kawinkan, satu apa belom lagi. Tapi dua dua baik rupa. Si Bah Chik 
punya senonoh sekali, panday bungkus pok piah. Tentu anak turunan orang 
baik baik. 
(“I have not married any of them yet. But both [their wives] appear 
well. Bah Chik’s [wife] is very proper, good at making poh piah. She’ll 
definitely produce good offspring”) 
 
AH: Apa macham lu boleh tau? Itu pok piah bunkus saja, lu boleh tau olang 
baik kah jahat? 
(“How do you know? Just from making poh piah you’re able to tell 
whether a person is good or evil?”) 
 
BN: Sudah lah Ah Hwa, gua tak kuasa mo chakap sama lu. Kalu chakap sama 
lu gua nanti jatoh gila.  
(“Enough, Ah Hwa. I’ve got no strength to talk to you. If I talk to you I 
will become mad.”) 
 
In this instance, because of her noticeably poor pronunciation of Baba Malay, 
in particular her confusing the ‘r’ and ‘l’ sounds, Ah Hwa is singled out from the 
other Peranakan characters that are more fluent in the patois. This caricature is 
further exaggerated by the fact that her character is played by Sally Gan, a Nonya 
actress herself. Ah Hwa’s imperfect intonation and inability to grasp Bibik Non’s 
(albeit superficial) criteria for a good daughter-in-law locate her within the play as a 
liminal Peranakan character, someone whose knowledge of the culture and position 
within the household would always be subordinate to ‘pure’ Peranakans like Bibik 
Non. The Wayang Peranakan’s deliberate caricaturising of Ah Hwa through her 
speech in this sense might also inform, in the words of one reviewer, “the 
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chauvinistic nature of the Peranakan” in relation how he views other ethnic 
communities, particularly the non-Peranakan Chinese.167 
 
Any historical study, however, must look beyond the play’s hilarious 
stereotypes. Humour must not be understood as merely an instrument for 
generating pleasure, but as a mirror of deeper cultural perceptions and a device to 
understand how a community thought about its own culture.168 The caricature of Ah 
Hwa’s maidservant character is in this sense not uncommon for it is but an 
extension of the common Peranakan historical trope of measuring their identities 
vis-à-vis the cheena gerks.169!William Gwee enunciated a similar sentiment earlier 
when he juxtaposed the Peranakan “natural born jokers” with the Chinamen “who 
are serious by nature”. 170  The widely divergent historical paths trod by the 
Peranakans and non-Peranakan Chinese may have sanctioned such negative 
typecasting of the cheena gerk ‘Other’, but in the Wayang Peranakan such perceptions 
are unabashedly magnified in the name of entertainment and propagated to the 
audience. In so doing, a distinctive ‘Peranakan identity’ is invented premised upon 
a negative definition of who they are not.   
 
Not all members of the audience, however, appreciated such slapstick 
humour. The GSA’s strategy of cementing the link between identity and language 
through the wayangs, while authentic in adhering to its earlier 1950s theatrical !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
167 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
168 Henk Driessen, “Humour, Laughter and the Field: Reflections from Anthropology”, in A Cultural 
History of Humour: From Antiquity to the Present Day, Jan Bremmer and Herman Roodenburg, eds., 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), p. 222. 
169 ‘Cheena gerk’, according to William Gwee, is a derogatory Baba term for non-Peranakan local 
Chinese who do not speak Baba Malay. See William Gwee, Mas Sepuloh: Baba Conversational Gems, 
(Singapore: Armour Publishing, 1993), p. 62. A more colourful translation offered by Felix Chia, 
however, would be “a hick from the old country”. See Felix Chia, The Babas Revisited, (Singapore: 
Heinemann Asia, 1994), p. xii. 
170 William Gwee, personal interview.  
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precedent, nevertheless tells of a certain purist conception of ‘Peranakan-ness’ – viz. 
one must speak and understand the patois in order to be considered a Baba jati (‘a 
true-blue Peranakan’). This is problematic, for the effect of the GSA’s dependence 
on Baba Malay was its occasional alienation of younger Peranakans who were not 
well versed in the patois and as such were not able to understand much of the cut-
and-thrust verbal sparring. This connection between language proficiency and 
identity was true to such an extent that younger Peranakan actors like Gerald Yeo 
were compelled to remark sheepishly that elderly Peranakans did not consider him 
“Baba enough” because he had “to form sentences in [his] mind before [he] 
speaks”.171 Sylvia Tan, in reviewing Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih (1985), for example, 
highlighted the same generational gap in her lamenting that  
 
Three generations of Peranakans went to see a Baba play … and the 
generation gap was seen in more than years … Grandma laughed at 
all the right places. I followed most of the lines but the idioms floored 
me and 10-year old Yongchang [the author’s son] impatiently asked: 
“When are they going to speak English?”  
 
I tried hard, with little success to interest my son, who fell asleep, 
while my mother in turn had to explain many of the idioms to me. 
Both of us must have felt the same regret, a sense of loss for a cultural 
identity so strong it gave rise to its own language.172    !
Just how representative then is the Wayang Peranakan’s use of the Baba patois 
to represent ‘Peranakan-ness’ then, given that not all audience members understood 
it? The wayangs’ use of the patois, like its evocating of nostalgia, appeals precisely 
because it works through the metaphor of loss. Yet as much as the language use is 
appealing to those who lived through a particular ‘Golden Age’, it is also alienating 
for those who did not. Recognising this problem, by the early-1990s the GSA begun 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
171 “The family that gasak together”, ST, 5 November 1986, p. 16. 
172 “Lament for bygone days”, ST, 10 March 1985, p. 26. 
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to implement measures such as concurrent subtitling to balance the preferences of 
both elder and younger audiences. 173 Current GSA President Victor Goh even 
admitted he was looking into the possibility of Mandarin subtitling in future, so 
long as a portion of the dialogue remains in the patois.174 The implementation of 
these measures alone suggests the rootedness of the Wayang Peranakan in Baba 
Malay. However based on personal experience, the measures do not appear to be 
effective. I attended Pagar Makan Padi (2010) and from the perspective of someone 
with but a rudimentary knowledge of the patois, found the subtitling inadequate. 
Minutes’ worth of dialogue would be condensed into a single sentence and entire 
lines were often left un-translated. These were recurring problems that existed since 
1990 when subtitling was introduced for the first time.175  
 
Conclusion 
The GSA wayangs, like their predecessors, were not just a form of popular 
entertainment. By the mid-1980s when the first GSA wayangs were staged, Baba 
Malay had become an almost archaic language. It was not surprising then, that the 
continued appeal of the 1980s Wayang Peranakan was most often attributed to their 
being anchored by the colourful Baba dialogue; the wayangs, after all, were known 
to maintained their popularity by unashamedly giving the largely elderly 
Peranakan audience what they wanted – “a soap opera, Baba style”.176. Yet the Baba 
patois does more than “add colour” (to borrow Tony Quek’s previously-cited !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
173 The first documented instance of a GSA Wayang Peranakan using concurrent subtitling was in Sudah 
Di-Janji, staged in conjunction with the 1990 ASEAN Theatre Festival. In a later article, then-GSA 
President Charles Koh admitted the subtitling and relatively extensive use of English was done “to 
accommodate members of other participating ASEAN countries”. See “Gunung Sayang formula: 
innovation without compromising authenticity”, ST, 22 July 1994, p. 5. 
174 Victor Goh, personal interview.  
175 “Fun despite language barrier”, ST, 12 October 1990, p. 6. 
176 “Towards a new era of Peranakan plays”, ST, 19 January 1994, p. 7. 
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phrase) to the wayangs.177 Through examining Wayang Peranakan scripts few previous 
researchers had access to, I argued that the cut-and-thrust Baba dialogue must be 
seen as a means through which the GSA could, after two decades of Peranakan 
cultural emasculation and language disuse, reify and impress upon the Peranakan 
audience an idealised image of themselves as a “song-and-dance people”. This 
process was facilitated by the spirited and humorous use of the Baba patois – either 
by exaggerating (and in the process affirming) certain ‘typical Peranakan’ 
idiosyncrasies, or juxtaposing those traits vis-à-vis non-Peranakan character foils like 
Ah Hwa, the quintessential loyal Cantonese servant. Through the patois, 
idiosyncrasies and writ large and reinvented in the name of entertainment.  
 
 The process of inventing traditions, going back to Eric Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger’s work, is akin to a process of ritualisation where a seemingly 
normal occasion or event is given what they term “the sanction of perpetuity”.178 
Through its mid-1980s attempt to revive the Wayang Peranakan in the vernacular 
Baba patois à la the ‘traditional’ 1950s plays, the GSA sought to cement the wayangs 
as a Peranakan performing arts tradition, the characterisation of certain Peranakan 
stereotypes, and most importantly, the connection between language and 
‘Peranakan-ness’ the younger generation appeared to have lost in the eyes of the 
elderly Peranakans. The modern GSA wayangs, largely through their language 
medium, were therefore a bridge traversing across the previous two decades’ 
turmoil and uncertainty to establish some form of continuity with a bygone 
Peranakan ‘Golden Age’. Yet this process is not without irony: through rooting 
these performances in a tongue few other than the elderly Peranakans understood, !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
177 Tony Quek, personal interview.  
178 Hobsbawm and Ranger, The Invention of Tradition, p. 2.  
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the wayangs alienate the very audiences the GSA sought to preserve the culture for 
in the first place although some measures have recently been implemented to 
ensure the expectations of both the elderly and younger audience are balanced.  
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Chapter Four:  
Representing the Nonya Matriarch !
Women have always played an integral role in Peranakan society. Tan Liok Ee, 
reflecting on Song Ong Siang’s iconic One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in 
Singapore (1967), for instance, described women as the “social glue” binding 
together upper-class Straits Chinese families.179 Seah Bee Leng too, had similarly 
noted that Nonyas were “anchors and custodians of the Straits Chinese lifestyle”.180 
In so describing the Nonya matriarch’s roles, Tan and Seah buttress her centrality in 
early-twentieth century Peranakan domestic life and consequently, her association 
with a Peranakan ‘Golden Age’. Yet, Tan and Seah are not alone in upholding such 
a view; a large corpus of biographies and personal recollections corroborate this 
portrayal of the matriarch.181 If the domestic setting was where ‘Peranakan-ness’ 
could be most appealingly performed and reinvented for public consumption, then 
it was the matriarch – aptly described as the “Empress Dowager of the household”182 
– who best personified Peranakan domestic culture.  
 
 This chapter examines the depiction of the matriarch in the GSA Wayang 
Peranakan, who, like the historical Nonya, was the lynchpin of the Peranakan 
household. The emphasis given to the matriarch’s character, as this chapter seeks to 
prove, can be seen as an example of how the wayangs reinvented or ‘modernised’ 
her image to fit the 1980s audience tastes. There are two sections in this chapter. In 
the first section, I trace a brief history of female impersonation in the Wayang !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
179 Tan Liok Ee, “Locating Chinese Women in Malaysian History”, in New Terrains in Southeast Asian 
History, eds. Abu Talib Ahmad & Tan Liok Ee, (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2003), p. 365. 
180 Seah Bee Leng, Phoenix Without Wings: The Negotiation of Modernity among Straits Chinese Women in 
Early-Twentieth Century Singapore, unpublished M.A. thesis, NUS, 2006, p. 2.  
181 Some of these include Josephine Chia’s Frog Under a Coconut Shell (2002), William Gwee’s A Nonya 
Mosaic (1985) and Lim San Neo’s My Life, My Memories, My Story (1997). 
182 G.T. Lye, personal interview. 
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Peranakan’s history, concluding with what made its reappearance in the 1980s 
wayangs so significant. What G.T. Lye, the single most prominent female 
impersonator matriarch of the 1980s, brought alive onstage was therefore as much a 
fictional character as it was a modern incarnation of the female impersonator 
matriarch and a paragon of ‘Peranakan-ness’. The second section focuses on the 
matriarch’s, rather than the female impersonator’s, role in the Wayang Peranakan, 
situating it vis-à-vis a broader trend of repackaging Peranakan cultural heritage. 
This was in line with making the wayangs more appealing to the 1980s consumers, 
particularly the younger Peranakans who might not have seen an actual matriarch 
or female impersonator before. 
 
Reviving the female impersonator 
Gadis ayu bersopan-santon 
Berkain batek baju kebaya 
Baik-baik menyusun panton 
Jadi tak rosak seni-budaya 
 
This pantun, an impromptu composition of G.T. Lye’s, tells of an elderly matriarch 
asking a younger Nonya to be proper in her behaviour while wearing the kebaya, 
lest she taints the image of Peranakan culture.183 Although this pantun was never 
featured in the Wayang Peranakan, it nevertheless informs the respect the Peranakan 
community regards the Nonya’s body as a metaphorical canvas upon which 
Peranakan customs and traditions are inscribed on. The following picture from 
Zaman Sekarang (1987) shows the conservative matriarch chiding her son for 
planning to hang a portrait of a topless woman in the house – a scene encapsulating 
her ‘no-nonsense’ role towards maintaining household decorum.   !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
183 Tessa Khew, “The Impersonator: From the Changing Rooms of G.T. Lye” in Patchwork of 
Reminiscences, n.ed. (Singapore: NTU Social Services Club, 2010), p. 22. 
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Figure 5: Bibik Non (G.T. Lye) is aghast when her son (Lee Yong Ming) brings  
home a portrait of a topless woman. Note the silent and unobtrusive figure of her 
husband in the background.  
(Source: “Transported to a Peranakan past”, ST, 16 September 1987) 
 
 
In the earliest Wayang Peranakan of the 1930s, it was commonplace for men to 
play women’s roles onstage as the Peranakan community’s conservative outlook 
discouraged women from venturing outside the house. As Seah Bee Leng explains, 
the Nonya was commonly perceived to be the custodian of the many elaborate 
domestic customs and traditions that the early Straits Chinese practiced in order to 
distinguish themselves from the sinkehs (new Chinese immigrants).184 As a result, 
pre-war Nonyas often led a cloistered life centred upon domestic tasks that 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
184 Seah, Phoenix Without Wings, pp. 31-36. 
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consisted of cooking, sewing and crochet.185 In such a milieu, it would have been 
unthinkable for a Nonya to be seen onstage as a performer for the idea of a woman 
having to jual muka, jual suara (sell [one’s] face, sell [one’s] voice) by performing 
onstage was considered embarrassing for the Nonya’s family as it hinted at her 
husband’s inability to support his family.186 There was also a prevailing stereotype 
among Peranakans then that only ‘loose’ women (viz. women with questionable 
moral standards) ventured out of the house to work.  
 
The position of women in the Peranakan household, or indeed, Singapore 
society at large, changed much between the 1930s and 1980s. It is thus important to 
situate our analysis of female impersonation vis-à-vis these broader changes in 
social roles and expectations. According to Chan Ee-Hwee, during the three-year 
Japanese interregnum between 1942 and 1945, many Nonyas were forced to leave 
their homes and work in the factories to boost Japanese wartime production.187 This 
marked the first time the Peranakan womenfolk were allowed out of their homes 
without fear of social stigmatisation. As a consequence of this brief exposure, many 
Nonyas chose to remain in the workforce even after the war ended.188 When framed 
in a larger social context of Singapore’s declining male population after the War, 
female labour became all the more crucial to drive Singapore’s economy; indeed, 
Albert Winsemius, who headed the 1960 United Nations Technical Assistance Team 
to Singapore, even went as far as to credit the female workers for helping develop 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
185 Lim San Neo, My Life, My Memories, My Story: Recollections of a 75-year old Great-Grandmother, 
(Singapore: Epic Management Services, 1997), p. 14. 
186 Victor Goh, personal interview.  
187 Chan, The Peranakan Culture in Transition, p. 55. 
188 Eunice Thio, “The Syonan Years, 1942-1945”, in A History of Singapore, eds. Ernest Chew and Edwin 
Lee, (Singapore: ISEAS, 1991), p. 111. 
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Singapore’s fledging textile industry.189  This, when put alongside other factors such 
as the emergence of the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s and the many 
post-war intermarriages of Nonyas into more egalitarian non-Peranakan 
households, meant that by the 1960s, what Jürgen Rudolph and Lim Thean Soo 
termed the Nonya’s “enforced domesticity” had become an all but anachronistic 
concept to many Peranakan households struggling to recover from the War.190  
 
Despite the Nonyas beginning to have more interaction with the outside 
world beyond her household’s confines in the post-war years, the Wayang Peranakan 
continued to adhere to its pre-war tradition of not having women onstage. Peter 
Lee, for one, opined it was probably still more unacceptable in the 1950s to see a 
lone woman onstage than an entire stage full of impersonators.191 Therefore, when 
the Oleh Oleh Party decided to break with tradition and cast “two winsome and 
shapely misses” as the lead characters in Oh Chua Pek Chua (1960), the decision was 
met with much publicity from the Singapore press.192 Unfortunately, Oh Chua Pek 
Chua was staged at the tail end of the Wayang Peranakan’s mini-revival in the late-
1950s, and little is known about how the audience responded to such an idea. The 
wayang producers’ reluctance to bow to social changes and allow women onstage 
even during the late-1950s hence in effect further buttressed female impersonation 
as a theatrical cornerstone of the Wayang Peranakan.  
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
189 Turnbull, A History of Modern Singapore, p. 358. According to Turnbull also (Ibid., p. 237), male 
adults had accounted for half of Singapore’s population in 1931, but only one-thirds in 1947. This was 
a direct result of wartime attrition. 
190 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 255, and Lim Thean Soo, “Main reasons for the decline of the 
Babas as a cultural group”, SM, 26 June 1984, p. 14. 
191 Peter Lee, personal interview.  
192 “Party breaks tradition – and girls will be girls”, SunT, 21 February 1960. 
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By the time the first GSA wayangs were staged in the mid-1980s, G.T. Lye’s 
female impersonator matriarch had become an object of peculiar fascination among 
the younger audience members who never had the opportunity to watch the 1950s 
wayangs. This was especially so since it was now common for women to play a 
number of the ‘lesser’ female roles, like the Cantonese amah or the daughter-in-law, 
for the first time in the wayangs’ history. Indeed, Nonya actresses like Sally Gan and 
Cynthia Lee even shot to fame playing such roles, making them in effect the first 
female stars of the Wayang Peranakan. After watching Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih 
(1985), one reviewer was so impressed with G.T. Lye’s character she even 
proclaimed his/her(?) reappearance on the stage as a “triumph of tradition”.193 
Similarly, another reviewer remarked that G.T. Lye was “so good … one is not sure 
whether any of [his] lines were ad-libbed”.194 Clearly, as much as the Wayang 
Peranakan had begun to carve its own niche in the Singapore theatre scene from the 
mid-1980s onwards, so too did G.T. Lye in his plump role of the female 
impersonator matriarch.  
 
Despite G.T. Lye’s eventual success, his role as a female impersonator was 
met with initial unease. Prior to Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih (1985), G.T. Lye had no 
prior experience as a female impersonator; in a 1985 newspaper article he even 
revealed how he was an “S.O.S. victim” who took up the matriarch’s role only as 
stopgap solution because the GSA could not find an appropriate actress.195 Despite 
his success since then, G.T. Lye would corroborate this opinion in a personal 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
193 “Lament for bygone days”, ST, 10 March 1985, p. 26. 
194 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
195 A businessman who runs his own travel agency, G.T. Lye’s first experience acting was in Pileh 
Menantu (1984), and even then he acted in a male role. See “The Nonya is a man!”, ST, 13 February 
1985, p. 8. 
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interview just last year.196 Besides his fear of being the subject of the Peranakan 
community’s “unfriendly gossip”,197 G.T. Lye also recalled the audience’s initial 
hesitation towards him impersonating the matriarch: why should a man continue 
playing a woman’s role if a woman can do so herself? Or in his own words in a 2001 
interview, “why put plastic onstage when you can have the genuine item?”198  
 
The larger issue here, to be sure, is not the rehabilitation of tradition but the 
negotiation between ideas of social appropriateness. Was it then more ‘socially 
inappropriate’ for the 1980s GSA wayangs to showcase a talented female 
impersonator, or an inadequate Nonya actress, knowing full well the high pedestal 
upon which the Peranakan community placed the matriarch? It was perhaps 
fortunate this question resolved itself when no Nonyas offered to be cast as the 
matriarch in 1985. Although G.T. Lye’s successful fifteen-year acting career from 
1985 onwards aided the Peranakan community’s (re)identification with the female 
impersonator as one of the Wayang Peranakan’s theatrical pillars, the emergence of 
such questions of social appropriateness in the mid-1980s bore testament to broader 
changes in societal perceptions and values since the 1950s that dovetailed the GSA’s 
revival of the wayangs. Clearly, it was now less of a taboo for a woman to be seen 
performing onstage in the 1980s, and consequently, not everyone was prepared to 
unquestioningly accept reviving theatrical traditions for traditions’ sake. 
 
The human body, Paul Connerton contends, can be seen as a site of social 
memory insofar as it “stylistically re-enact[s] an image of the past”.199 But what !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
196 G.T. Lye, personal interview. 
197 “Men behind the women”, ST, 19 June 1990, p. 2. 
198 G.T. Lye, OHC interview. Accession number 0002573.  
199 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember, (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), p. 72. 
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image of the past was “enacted” when G.T. Lye took to the Wayang Peranakan stage 
as a female impersonator matriarch back in 1985? To answer this, I have examined 
how the very reappearance of a female impersonator onstage harked back to a 
Peranakan theatrical tradition established in the wayangs’ earlier 1950s heyday. Yet 
even so the weight of tradition and expectation often loomed large – something 
captured by the pantun cited at the start of this chapter and the Peranakan public’s 
initial unease when G.T. Lye took to the stage. While the GSA wayangs have largely 
succeeded in rehabilitating the onstage representation of the female impersonator 
matriarch, the organisation was not entirely blind to change either, as we shall see in 
the next section.  
 
From ‘wicked’ to ‘warm’ 
A distinguishing factor between the 1950s and 1980s Wayang Peranakan was the 
emphasis they placed on the matriarch. Despite the elderly Nonya figure being 
present in the earlier 1950s Wayang Peranakan, they did not dominate the stage in the 
same way the matriarchs did in later plays. G.T. Lye, for one, recalls there were so 
many actual Nonya matriarchs still alive in the 1950s that the main attractions were 
instead the young heroine because the audience “wanted to see how beautiful a 
man could be” – a view echoed by Francis Hogan, one of the last surviving actors 
from the 1950s wayangs.200 In the few newspaper reports about the 1950s wayangs, it 
was always the younger actors that dominated the page space. One article even 
carried a full photo of William Tan (one of the 1950s starlets) dressed in a kebaya and 
with a suitably inviting headline – “meet me at (the) badminton hall stage tonight” – 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
200 G.T. Lye and Francis Hogan, personal interviews. 
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attesting to the draw of these younger impersonators as the undoubted stars of the 
performances.201  I have reproduced this article on the following page for reference.  
 
  
            
Figure 6: William Tan dressed as a young Nonya 
(Source: “Meet me at Badminton Hall stage tonight”, ST, 7 December 1957). !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
201 “Meet me at the badminton hall stage tonight”, ST, 7 December 1957. 
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Interestingly, for as much as the GSA claims a sense of historicity in its 
wayangs, the matriarch’s characterisation in the 1980s and 1990s performances was 
itself the product of a drastic shift. The scheming and wicked matriarch of earlier 
eras, who existed only as a character foil to bring out the daughter-in-law’s suffering 
and vulnerability, was gone, and in its place sat a ‘new’ matriarch – a “lovable, 
witty, caring, effervescent and wise” character that was to be the new emblem of 
‘Peranakan-ness’.202 For the first time in Wayang Peranakan history, the audience 
could both laugh with, and laugh at, the matriarch. Consider the following extract 
below from Sudah Di-Janji (1990): 
 
Bibik Badong: Excuse me, can I see Ah Ming [her grandson]? 
 
N.S. Boy: Bik jangan marah, bik misti sudah dating salah tempat. Ini Ulu 
Pandan Camp, Ah Meng tak ada di sini, dia ada di kat Mandai  
(“Bibik don’t be angry, you must have come to the wrong place. This 
is Ulu Pandan Camp. Ah Meng isn’t here. He’s at Mandai”)  
 
Bibik Badong: Oh, dia sudah transfer pergi Mandai?  
(“Oh, he’s already been transferred to Mandai?”) 
 
N.S. Boy: Bik bukan dia kenah transfer, ini tempat semua pada budak-budak 
masok N.S. Kalu Bik mo tengok Ah Meng, dia ada kat Mandai Zoo  
(“Bibik he wasn’t transferred. There are only National Servicemen 
here. If [you] want to see Ah Meng, he’s at the Mandai Zoo”)  
 
Bibik Badong: Ah-ee Mak ka Tuan … Dia ingat gua ini coming from ulu 
with my tiffin carrier to feed the orang utan  
(“Oh my goodness, they think I have come all the way here with my 
tiffin carrier to feed the orang utan”) 
 
(Bibik Badong goes off disgustedly) 
 
In this instance, Bibik Badong, the matriarch who had always pampered her 
only grandson, turns up at his army camp only to be mocked by his buddies. 
Through laughing at Badong’s absurd refusal to accept that Ah Ming has grown up, 
this scene parodies the archetypal Peranakan grandmother who stubbornly !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
202 Richard Tan, personal interview.  
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mollycoddles her grandson to the extent of delivering food to him in a military 
camp. The purpose of humour here thus aids in cementing the matriarch’s image as 
a warm, earnest and motherly figure. The artistic licence that G.T. Lye was given – 
he admits to frequently ad-libbing and occasionally injecting humour to his lines 
because the actual scripts were “as thin as love-letters” – could have also 
contributed to this representation of the matriarch.203  
 
Another discernable change in the 1980s Wayang Peranakan was its 
reinforcement of an image of the matriarch as a character standing at the crossroads 
of change. Beyond being a theatre icon, the matriarch now became a social 
mouthpiece articulating the tensions the Peranakan community faced. That the 
nostalgia-driven Wayang Peranakan had hitherto ignored a quintessentially 
Singaporean theme like National Service made its introduction in Sudah Di-Janji all 
the more significant; Ah Ming’s entry to National Service represented the coming of 
‘modernity’ and precisely what Badong, the conflicted old-fashioned matriarch, 
cannot fathom. Such a role was unheard of in the 1950s wayangs, which were 
content to depict her as an inscrutable figure and an imposing head of the 
household who must not show any “weakness”.204  
 
I shall cite two further examples. In Zaman Sekarang (1987), Bibik Non’s son, 
Bah Bah, brings home his non-Peranakan girlfriend who wears black to visit.205 Bibik 
Non’s shock is captured by her exclamation to her son: “dia suka pakay pakian hitam? 
Kenapa kain sudah tak lain warna lagi?” (“She likes to wear black? Doesn’t she have !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
203 G.T. Lye, personal interview.  
204 Ibid.  
205 “Transported to a Peranakan past”, ST, 16 September 1987. Black is the traditional Peranakan 
colour of mourning, and it is believed that wearing black on a festive occasion will buat soey (bring 
misfortune) to the household.  
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clothes in any other colour?”). Similarly, in Salah Sangka (1993), Bibik Trubok is 
shocked to find her only granddaughter Siew Kim dating Martin, the son of 
Trubok’s former servant, and complains: “kalu anak orang gaji apa macham pun anak 
orang gaji” (“A servant’s son will always be a servant’s son”). In both examples, the 
matriarch is forced to confront her conservative beliefs about dating and marriage, 
with her stick-in-the-mud ‘Peranakan-ness’ being ironically what prevents her from 
understanding the attitudes and practices of the younger generation.  
 
The matriarch’s role as a humour-inducing mouthpiece of social anxieties 
and a juggler of tradition and change, however, must be recognised as a theatrical 
tradition that began only with the 1980s GSA wayangs. According to William Gwee, 
the 1950s wayangs were less concerned with addressing larger social issues because 
“the Babas [then] were still happily living the way they used to [before the war]” 
and thus had few such concerns.206 A comedic portrayal of the matriarch in the 1950s 
plays was out of the question as there was a fear then that one could unintentionally 
offend a still-living matriarch through caricaturising her onstage.207 That the image 
of a Nonya, decked in a traditional baju panjang and with ever-so lembut (gentle) 
demeanour, was almost extinct by the 1980s meant G.T. Lye’s stage character 
became at once a cultural curiosity, a theatrical icon and an appealing 
representation of a bygone ‘Golden Age’. Showing her “softer side” to the audience 
would in turn make her a more palatable representation of ‘Peranakan-ness’.208 
 
Although this thesis’s timeframe ends in 1995, I should also point out that 
following G.T. Lye, a number of other female impersonator matriarchs began to !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
206 William Gwee, personal interview. 
207 G.T. Lye, personal interview.  
208 Ibid.  
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appear, such as Tony Quek, Kelvin Tan (commonly known with Peranakan theatre 
circles as KT) and most recently, Lee Yong Ming (who often played the brattish son 
in the 1980s GSA wayangs). Francis Hogan, who last played a young heroine, even 
staged a comeback in 2002 – at 75 years of age, no less! The picture on the following 
page shows a range of female impersonator matriarchs from the 1950s to present. 
That each of these impersonators brought out, in G.T. Lye’s words, “a different 
angle” to the matriarch perhaps attests to the character’s timeless appeal to 
Peranakans throughout the ages.209  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
209 Ibid.  
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Figure 7: female impersonator matriarchs all through the ages (clockwise, from top right): 
Ong Guan Bock, Francis Hogan (sitting) and KT (standing), a scene from Tidak Berdosa 
(1957), Tony Quek (wearing red, in the middle of both pictures). 
(Source: Emily of Emerald Hill programme booklet, 2011) 
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So why has the matriarch gone from being a wicked to a warm character 
over the past four decades? That the Wayang Peranakan is a cultural product of its 
time suggests that its portrayal of the matriarch could likewise have been influenced 
by larger socio-artistic trends. It is hence necessary to understand how changing 
audience demographics and tastes motivated the wayangs’ theatrical direction. 
Audience’s opinions are particularly influential in the Wayang Peranakan for, just 
like the Malay bangsawan from which it stemmed from, the wayangs had always 
been a form of community theatre that played more to the gallery than to a script. 
Unlike the 1950s performances whose audience consisted almost solely of 
Peranakans, the 1980s-90s GSA wayangs, by dint of their often being marketed under 
the banner of Singapore’s many Arts Festivals, attracted a multiracial audience.210 
Among the audience too were younger Babas and Nonyas who had little personal 
experience of the culture.  
 
Such larger demographic-artistic trends had a direct impact on what the 
audience wanted to see onstage, for whereas the 1950s audience thought that 
comedy was “only for orang gila (mad people) who wanted to waste time”,211 the 
very different 1980s audience preferred a light-hearted touch as “they did not want 
to pay to cry”.212 There was also a sense that, after the previous two decades of 
cultural emasculation, the 1980s represented a “beginning of a new era” where the 
Peranakan community could now “move on” with times by reflecting upon the past 
through the lens of humour and nostalgia.213 Being the Wayang Peranakan’s marquee 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
210 The audience reaction to the wayangs will be covered in greater detail in the following chapter. 
211 Francis Hogan, personal interview.  
212 Victor Goh, personal interview.  
213 Richard Tan, personal interview.  
- 82 - !
character, G.T. Lye’s matriarch simply fed into the audience’s imagination of what 
an emblem of ‘Peranakan-ness’ ought to be like.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has examined a hitherto un-attempted subject of the female 
impersonator matriarch in the Wayang Peranakan. By relying on newspaper reviews 
and personal interviews, I have illustrated how the GSA wayangs depict the 
matriarch’s body as a site of social memory by having her character played by a 
female impersonator, in so doing, rehabilitating a Peranakan theatrical tradition 
harking back to the wayangs’ 1950s heyday. Yet despite this emphasis on historicity, 
the GSA wayangs did not blindly mimic the artistic direction of its predecessors. In 
the second section, I have shown how the GSA wayangs sought to reinvent the 
matriarch’s image as a warm, rather than a wicked character by making her a 
mouthpiece of social anxieties and a source of humour. This reinvention, I contend, 
reflects a broader attempt by the GSA to ‘repackage’ its representations of 
‘Peranakan-ness’ to accommodate the contemporary 1980s audience whose tastes 
and demands were markedly different from their 1950s counterparts while still 
retaining some elements of historicity.  
 
 Communities often memorialise the markers of their identity they deem 
most valuable, but these markers per se do not make them who they are. In the same 
sense, although the previous three chapters have given pride of place to wayangs’ 
representations of the Peranakan household, language and matriarch, I do not 
intend to promote a functionalist understanding of a ‘Peranakan identity’ based 
upon those aspects. Rather, what I have tried to emphasise are the tensions between 
tradition and modernity which the GSA engendered through its wayangs, and the 
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means it sought to negotiate a balance between these dualities while depicting a 
nostalgic image of Peranakan domestic culture onstage. The essence of ‘Peranakan-
ness’, Kwa Chong Guan asserts, after all lies not in the community’s specific cultural 
traits, but in the processes of “dialogue and argumentation” about what they 
imagine their identities to be.214 To Kwa:  
 
It is no so much whether Peranakans choose to wear kebayas that 
defines them, but more of the discussion whether its appropriate to 
match a kebaya top with a pants bottom … only a Peranakan would 
agonise over the aesthetic appropriateness of [matching a kebaya top 
with pants] because of their deep social memories of how kebayas 
should be worn.215  
 
That social realities – particularly in this instance, the Peranakan 
community’s role in Singapore’s socio-political landscape and a Nonya’s role in the 
Peranakan household – have changed between the 1930s and 1980s there is no 
doubt. What is less obvious, though, is how cultural expressions of ‘Peranakan-ness’ 
ought to change with the times. This is particularly so if, following the arguments of 
Kwa and many others, there is nothing static or essentialist about what ‘Peranakan-
ness’ entails. Ethnic communities often assert their distinctive ethnic identity by 
pointing to the historicity undergirding their customs and worldviews. Such 
traditions, passed down from the generations, gives modern cultural practices what 
Eric Hobsbawm terms “the sanction of precedent”.216 Yet if the transmission of those 
same customs and worldviews are mediated by contemporary exigencies it is 
certainly worth considering – particularly as a reflective exercise at the end of this 
chapter – what, or whose, ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ the GSA sought to memorialise 
through their Wayang Peranakan in the 1980s.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
214 Kwa Chong Guan, “The Peranakan Heritage in Singapore”, Asian Culture, 32 (1998), p. 45. 
215 Ibid. 
216 Hobsbawm and Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition, p. 2. 
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Chapter Five:  
Connecting the Peranakan community !
Unlike the formal structures of Western theatre productions, many genres of 
community theatre in Southeast Asia were also community events. This was 
particularly evident in Matthew Cohen and Tan Sooi Beng’s respective studies of 
the Sumatran Komedie Stamboel and Bangsawan performances in Peninsular Malaya – 
the Wayang Peranakan’s elder cousins insofar as theatrical genealogy is concerned. 
Whereas Tan saw Bangsawan as an institution of empowerment through its “[giving] 
audiences a sense of participation in the shaping of the evening’s 
[entertainment]”, 217  Cohen’s study focused on how the Komedi’s secular and 
commercial performances facilitated cross-ethnic integration that attracted a 
colourful and varied audience comprising “drunken European men, middle-income 
Muslim families, Chinese store owners, prostitutes, sailors, soldiers, Eurasian clerks 
and nearly everyone else”.218 What is clear, therefore, is that the Bangsawan or Komedi 
performances were not just another source of leisure and a popular pastime for the 
community. They meant much more than that. 
 
 Like the Komedie and Bangsawan performances, the Wayang Peranakan has 
throughout its history been an integral part of Peranakan social life. During the 
nascent years of the GSA production in the 1980s, the Peranakan public anticipated 
the performances so eagerly that the release of details about the wayangs was an 
event in itself. Current GSA President Victor Goh revealed that Peranakans would 
clamour to ask him “tahon ini tak main wayang, kah?” (“are we not staging a show 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
217 Tan, Bangsawan, p. 21. 
218 Matthew Cohen, The Komedie Stamboel: Popular Theatre in Colonial Indonesia, 1891-1903, (Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 2006), p. 1. 
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this year?”) if they had not heard any word about the year’s production by April.219 
That the GSA would almost always stage its production in October or November 
provided a certain calendrical certainty that fuelled the Peranakan community’s 
anticipation. Months before the actual performance, families would start planning 
an outing to the theatre and speculation will be rife on who will write the script or 
land the matriarch’s plump role. After the show, discussion about the wayangs 
would continue to dominate the Peranakan grapevine with the occasional debate 
erupting in the newspapers concerning the (more often than not, unsatisfactory) 
representation of ‘Peranakan-ness’ in the play. Like the Bangsawan or Komedie 
performances during their late-nineteenth century heyday, while it would be 
difficult to claim all Peranakans watched the Wayang Peranakan, it would have been 
equally hard to find a member of the community unaware of its existence. 
 
In the preceding three chapters, I focused on the Wayang Peranakan’s artistic 
content, particularly how it reifies, and in so doing rehabilitates, a particular image 
synonymous with the Peranakan past. Although the wayangs’ colourful and 
nostalgic recreation of a bygone Peranakan milieu was its main draw, the 
performances also served broader institutional functions that should not be ignored. 
Such functions, needless to say, were magnified in significance given the twenty-
year hiatus that had preceded GSA’s staging of its first Wayang Peranakan in 1985, 
and the many socio-political changes that had affected the Peranakan community 
during that period (see p. 20). The 1980s Wayang Peranakan, in some sense, thus 
became the metaphorical feast after the twenty-year famine that afflicted Peranakan 
theatre in Singapore.  !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
219 Victor Goh, personal interview. The annual GSA wayangs would normally be held around October 
with the initial publicity and call for auditions beginning in March. 
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In this chapter I depart from the earlier approach of reading the wayangs as 
texts articulating a particular image of ‘Peranakan-ness’. Instead, the performances 
are construed here as social occasions that afforded a rare opportunity for 
Peranakans to display their ‘Peranakan-ness’ in public. I contend that the wayangs 
were as much about watching as it was about being watched, and as much about 
recognising what was Peranakan as it was about being recognised as a Peranakan. If 
being part of the Wayang Peranakan strengthened one’s claim to an ethnic identity, 
then in what ways did various Peranakans, particularly the non-GSA members, 
involve themselves in the performance? I will unpack the spheres of Peranakan 
social networks and structures that coalesce around the GSA Wayang Peranakan 
through two means. The first section of this chapter examines how the GSA sought 
to involve more Peranakans in the wayangs through recruiting sponsors, cast and 
crew from its members’ personal networks while the second section will analyse 
how attending – and to some, debating the representation of ‘Peranakan-ness’ in – 
these performances fostered within those Peranakans a sense of being part of a 
larger ethnic community. 
 
Community networks and the wayangs 
The GSA’s re-introduction of the Wayang Peranakan to the Singaporean theatre scene 
in 1985 did not entail them merely mimicking the dramaturgy of the earlier 1950s 
performances. That much has been made clear in the previous chapters. The Wayang 
Peranakan at its core was much more of a social artform than music or dance. 
Reviving the wayangs hence necessitated re-establishing a multitude of patronage 
ties, cast and crew positions and publicity mechanisms that often leveraged upon 
kith-and-kin networks within the Peranakan community. This not only helped 
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ensure the wayangs’ success, but also provided a platform for more Peranakans 
(including non-GSA members) to be involved in the ‘Peranakan Revival’ of the 
1980s by making them partners in the GSA’s attempt at rehabilitating and 
reinventing the Wayang Peranakan. 
 
 The patron’s role was especially important in the Wayang Peranakan’s staging, 
particularly since the wayangs were modest projects and hence depended on a 
patron lending his name to boost the production’s appeal. This is evidenced 
through internal GSA documents that highlighted the Association’s belief that the 
patron’s presence “will help to boost the sales of tickets and advertisements”.220 G.T. 
Lye recalled that Babas like Dr Goh Keng Swee, Lim Kim San, T.W. Ong and Dr Ee 
Peng Liang were among the dignitaries who attended the 1980s GSA wayangs.221 In 
fact, for 1985’s Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih, Dr Goh was the patron-in-chief and Dr Ee 
was Chairman of the Community Chest, the beneficiary that the GSA had pledged 
to support through the same play.222 Then-Singapore President Wee Kim Wee was 
the most prominent Baba in the limelight, whose presence at the plays was seen as 
“the surest sign of celebration” for the GSA.223 These prominent figures added an 
element of glamour to the occasion, with G.T. Lye recalling the wayang cast “felt 
great” that the leading lights of Peranakan society supported the production.224 
Although the Wayang Peranakan had always depended on such patronage since Dr 
Essel Tan’s wayangs in the 1950s, after two decades when not a single wayang was 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
220 Minutes of the 1st SHOCOM Committee Meeting (Zaman Sekarang), 2 June 1987. 
221 G.T. Lye, personal interview. 
222 Arrangements for Settlement of the Accounting with the Community Chest of Singapore, minutes 
of the 18th SHOCOM Meeting (appendix), 22 September 1985. The same document also revealed that 
eventual gross takings from Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih was S$40,755.  
223 “Gunung Sayang recipe for Baba plays is a proven success”, ST, 8 July 1994, p. 5. 
224 G.T. Lye, personal interview. 
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staged, the Baba VIPs’ presence at the 1980s wayangs was seen by many GSA 
members as a stamp of approval for their efforts.    
 
Besides these dignitaries, other Wayang Peranakan backers included a number 
of Peranakan sponsors whose financial contributions in the form of donations or 
advertisement monies helped defray production costs. Because of their limited 
means, the GSA’s fundraising strategy was often based on its members’ personal 
connections. A sample sponsorship request letter found in the GSA archive, for 
example, revealed the Association’s intention of “writing to several Peranakans who 
[the GSA] believe were very culture-conscious and supportive of all things Baba”.225 
This simple strategy was by no means ineffective, with Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih 
(1985), Biji Mata Mak (1989) and Manis Manis Pait (1995) garnering advertising 
revenues of $10,350, $7,435 and $6,560 respectively that contributed towards 
defraying the various productions’ costs. 226  Peranakan restaurateurs were 
particularly supportive of the wayangs for placing advertisements in the programme 
booklet was perceived as a form of “guaranteed publicity” for their establishment.227 
Another sponsor commonly acknowledged in the GSA programme booklets was 
Peter Wee, the owner of Katong Antique House, who commonly loaned many a 
Peranakan antique that was used in the wayangs’ sets.  
 
 As the Wayang Peranakan was only just beginning to recover from its twenty-
year hiatus in 1985, it was all the more necessary for the GSA to re-establish a core 
group of cast members that would helm its productions. This was especially since !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
225 Sample sponsorship letter for Zaman Sekarang, dated 14 July 1987 and signed by then-GSA 
President Kwek Choon Chuan.  
226 These figures were extracted from the GSA document archive. Regrettably, figures from the other 
GSA plays were not available.  
227 Richard Wee, personal interview.  
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many of the 1950s stage thespians were either too old or had already passed on.228 
As a result, there were now opportunities for a new generation of practitioners like 
Cynthia Lee, Rosalind Goh, Jessie Cheang and Lee Yong Ming to come forward. 
Over the next decade, these names would become synonymous with the wayangs. 
The three actresses would alternate between a variety of younger female roles such 
as the spiteful daughter, the suffering menantu (daughter-in-law) or a non-
Peranakan maiden looking to marry into the household, while Lee Yong Ming (who 
goes by the stage name ‘Ming’) often played the mollycoddled son/grandson in the 
plays. Despite their negligible stage experience, older GSA members like 
scriptwriter Henry Tan, and actors G.T. Lye and Sally Gan introduced these 
younger Peranakans to the wayangs. After all, what mattered most was not their 
acting experience or talent per se, but “their heart for the [Peranakan] culture”.229  
 
As a result of these younger artistes coming to the fore, new “fan clubs” that 
comprised largely of younger Peranakans began to emerge. 230  William Gwee 
recalled an instance of Jessie Cheang’s friends approaching her after the play, 
commenting excitedly “I didn’t know you’re Peranakan; I’m Peranakan too!”.231 
Clearly, because of their exposure in the wayangs, many of these younger stage 
practitioners became conduits of Peranakan culture that appealed particularly to 
audiences of their generation. The picture in the following page is a ‘special 
announcement’ that aimed to recruit ‘musical and dramatic talents’ for the GSA. 
The presence of this announcement in the wayangs’ programme booklet suggests a !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
228 Two notable exceptions are William Tan, who went from being a young female impersonator in the 
1950s to a producer/director in the 1980s, and Patrick Fu, who was the oldest member of the Zaman 
Sekarang (1987) cast. See “Veteran of Peranakan plays”, ST, 7 September 1987, p. 26. 
229 G.T. Lye, personal interview.  
230 Fredrick Soh, personal interview. 
231 William Gwee, personal interview. Cheang was one of the most prominent Nonya actresses in the 
1980s and has continued to act in the GSA wayangs till today. 
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conscious effort by the GSA to promote cultural renewal within the community, 
which appears to have yielded some measure of success with the emergence of 
younger wayang practitioners during the 1980s.  
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Figure 8: “A special announcement” from the GSA 
(source: Zaman Sekarang programme booklet, 1987) 
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While GSA members staffed the majority of the backstage crew, these 
members would ask their close friends to assist if there was still a shortage of 
manpower.232 It was hardly surprising, then, that after attending a rehearsal for 
Zaman Sekarang (1987), one reporter remarked that the atmosphere among the cast 
and crew was so homely it was like “the yearly family reunions at [her] 
Grandmother’s”.233 Examples of this community spirit were plentiful: William Gwee 
roped in his wife Rosie to help out as an ad-hoc Wardrobe Mistress “because many 
of the younger Nonyas might need help wearing the kebaya properly”.234 Other 
Peranakans – such as antiques dealer Peter Wee and author Kenneth Cheo – were 
also coaxed to join the wayang crew because they were part of Gwee’s “committee of 
friends”.235 According to Richard Wee, who was involved as a backstage helper in 
numerous GSA wayangs, there were Peranakans who, after helping out backstage, 
would become GSA members although he insisted in the same breath that it was 
not the GSA’s “policy” to force them to become members.236  
 
 Complementing the mass publicity initiatives that targeted Singaporeans as a 
whole (through various channels of print and mass media, for instance) were 
specific channels that targeted fellow Peranakans. Robert Yeo, who was not a GSA 
member in the 1980s, admitted he was drawn to the wayangs because of his friends’ 
involvement in them.237 Help was also sought from Peter Wee and Peranakan 
restaurateurs who allowed the GSA to publicise their performances by leaving 
brochures at their shops, and the Peranakan Association of Singapore who !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
232 Victor Goh, personal interview.  
233 “When traditions clash with modern ideas”, ST, 7 September 1987, p. 26. 
234 William Gwee, personal interview.  
235 “Making sure there’ll be no regrets”, ST, 6 June 1986, p. 30. 
236 Richard Wee, personal interview. Wee unfortunately, could not provide exact numbers of these 
people. 
237 Robert Yeo, personal interview. 
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publicised the wayangs in their newsletter.238 Some of the publicity posters are 
appended below for reference: 
 
Figure 9: some Wayang Peranakan publicity posters 
(Source: Richard Wee, personal collection) !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
238 Fredrick Soh, personal interview. 
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What takes place away from the stage is just as important as what happens 
on it. This is what a thorough historical analysis of the Wayang Peranakan – or any 
performing art, for that matter – should not discount. I have shown how the Wayang 
Peranakan provided a platform for the GSA’s members to reach out to various 
pockets of the Peranakan community that would otherwise not have been as 
involved in the production process. What the GSA wayangs did in effect was to seize 
upon the steadily cascading momentum of Peranakan revivalism in the mid-1980s 
and provide the opportunity for non-GSA members to involve themselves in both a 
cultural production and the production of a culture. Indeed, the wayang’s bringing 
together of Peranakan luminaries, sponsors, actors, backstage helpers and fans in “a 
spirit of one-ness” (to re-quote William Gwee’s phrase) was crucial in fostering the 
public image of a close-knit and vibrant community that captivated many a 
newspaper reviewer.  
 
A community putting itself on display 
A study of the Wayang Peranakan will not be complete if we neglect analysing the 
audience’s colourful behaviour. Audience participation has always been a 
distinctive feature of community theatre, at least when the genre was juxtaposed to 
other theatrical forms where a rigid proscenium arch separating actor and audience 
space was enforced. Through considering the various ways the Peranakan audience 
reacted to (or ‘consumed’) the Wayang Peranakan, I show here how the wayangs 
provided an avenue for the Peranakan audience to display their ‘Peranakan-ness’ in 
public. To quote one of Jürgen Rudolph’s interviewees, the Wayang Peranakan was 
“the only occasion … where we see the whole Singaporean Peranakan sect 
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together”.239 Stimulated by the sense of social occasion the wayangs afforded, these 
displays of ‘Peranakan-ness’ reveal the Peranakan community’s (particularly the 
elderly Babas and Nonyas’) attempts to reassert their Peranakan identity.  
 
 Understanding the context that underscores such audience dynamics is 
important, for unlike the wayangs’ 1930s and 1950s heyday where they were 
routinely staged by numerous ad-hoc troupes for charity, the Wayang Peranakan had 
by the mid-1980s become a dying form of theatre. This decline was exacerbated by 
the emergence of new, ‘modern’ forms of entertainment that served as alternatives 
to the wayang stage and appealed particularly to younger Peranakans.240 When the 
GSA staged its inaugural Wayang Peranakan in 1985, the Association in effect not 
only revived an artform, but also created a key date in the Peranakan social 
calendar. The Wayang Peranakan had always leveraged on the support of whole 
Peranakan families, and this ‘family-bonding’ role had become all the more 
prominent with the elder Peranakans increasingly keen to expose the younger 
generation to the culture in the 1980s.241 The annual wayangs may not have been the 
metaphorical feast after the famine, as Irene Hoe suggests, but it was a welcomed 
meal nevertheless for a community starved of such cultural entertainment over the 
past two decades.242   
 
 The wayangs’ once-a-year occurrence in the 1980s served to further imbue the 
GSA performances with a greater sense of occasion. Many reviewers, consequently, 
observed the wayangs’ attendant offstage drama was just as – if not more – colourful !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
239 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 276. 
240 Rosie Tan, The Straits Chinese in Singapore: A Study of the Straits Chinese way of life, unpublished 
research paper, University of Malaya, 1958, p. 132.  
241 Richard Tan, OHC interview. Accession number 002108, reel 3.  
242 “Too much of a good thing?”, ST, 7 June 1985, p. 5. 
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and memorable as the actual performance. Newspaper reviewers were quick to 
recognise that the Wayang Peranakan served as “a gathering of the clan”, 243 a 
“community celebration”,244 and even “the social event of the year”.245 The GSA 
wayangs proved so popular that even the well-known Baba, Kenneth Cheo admitted 
he “never realised there were still so many Peranakan people around until you see 
them all coming to see the plays”.246 A non-Peranakan journalist writing for the Q5
,  a Mandarin newspaper in Singapore, so was struck by the throngs of many 
middle-aged, white-haired, batik-shirted and kebaya-clad Peranakans who turned up 
in support.247 Audiences, particularly the elderly Nonyas among them, were known 
to dress to the nines, flaunting their bejewelled heirlooms – a scene Ida Bachtiar 
recalls vividly:  
 
Even [G.T. Lye, the onstage matriarch] was outshone by the more 
mannered Bibiks in the audience who went around dressed in 
distracting Peranakan finery exclaiming ‘Aiyee!’ … as they wandered 
around the lobby … sharing dramatic gossip. [They] were in their 
Nonya best … bright kebaya, shimmering kerosang and with white 
bedak (powder) intact, turning the event into a showcase of Peranakan 
culture.248  
 
 The vivid expressions of ‘Peranakan-ness’ were also evident during the 
performance itself. Peranakan audiences since the 1950s, after all, were known to be 
especially “noisy”, with William Gwee citing an example from his childhood:    
 
Some of these [Nonyas] who attended the Baba bangsawan shows … 
when they saw certain scenes they could relate with, they would !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
243 Ibid. 
244 “Was it a butterfly or a dream?”, ST, 7 July 1990, p. 3. 
245 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
246 Kenneth Cheo, OHC interview. Accession number 000770, reel 15.  
247 `h¡zO
K3q:	10 June 1986, p. 4. The actual mandarin 
words read as: ]tCHo#4`h£	 _!	{)!`hZ	iU
K!	Px!ª~f&©YT 
248 “Babas out in force”, ST, 13 June 1992, p. 8. The kerosang is a set of three brooches that are used to 
hold the kebaya in place.  
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immediately tell their neighbours aloud: “Oh yeah, this is something 
which really happened” … when the scene showed wickedness on the 
part of, say, the mother-in-law, they would curse them, they say, ‘tak 
takut petir’ (not afraid of lightning), or ‘petir tak mata’ (lightning does 
not have eyes).249   
 
Nonya journalist Toh Paik Choo observed similar scenes in the 1980s 
wayangs, in this particular case, when watching Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih (1985):   
 
[Melon seeds] and tongues were clacking simultaneously for four 
nights last week at the Victoria Theatre … and this was from the 
audience. The theatre air was uninhibited and Straits-born as koay tai 
and koay baulu were passed down, loud asides made, children 
threatened, friends recognised, gelangs jangled and songs sung … We 
were having as good a time as the characters in the play.250  ! !
But what motivated the Wayang Peranakan audience to behave in such a 
manner? Although there were several non-Peranakan families amongst the 
audience, their numbers were small when juxtaposed to the elderly Peranakans who 
came to indulge in the nostalgia the wayangs afforded.251 These elderly Peranakans 
often came with a pliant frame of mind, fully expecting to be entertained by 
“see[ing] a way of life they once knew re-enacted before their eyes” – and the GSA 
duly obliged, even if it meant rehashing the oftentimes predictable storyline and 
characters from the previous year’s show.252 The audience’s noisy response to this 
performance of predictability articulated their appreciation of the performance, and 
their identification with the expressions of ‘Peranakan-ness’ enacted onstage. The 
Wayang Peranakan in this sense merely fed into, and provided an appropriate social 
occasion to actualise, the Peranakan community’s desire to see a dramatic projection 
of ‘Peranakan-ness’ in public. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
249 William Gwee, OHC interview. Accession number 002136, reel 7. Recorded on 14 July 1999.  
250 “Family reunion, onstage and off”, ST, 4 March 1985, p. 21. Koay tai and koay baulu refer to 
traditional Peranakan lunar new year cakes.  
251 A review of Menyesal (1986), for example, noted there were a few Indian and Malay families, as 
well as an elderly hajjah. See “Regrets at a parting”, ST, 13 June 1986, p. 2.   
252 “Predictable – just the way the audience likes it”, BT, 15 June 1992, p. 17. 
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At the same time, however, we must remember not to construe the 
experiences and behaviour of the Peranakan audience as a monolithic whole; 
younger Peranakans, after all, were known to react very differently to what was 
presented onstage. Consider, for instance, one reviewer’s frustration at watching the 
same formulaic performance year-after-year (see p. 43), or Sylvia Tan’s review of 
Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih (see p. 63). The younger audience’s reactions, as noted in 
earlier chapters, were in no small part due to their opacity to what was presented 
onstage. It would be difficult for the younger audience to appreciate the wayangs in 
the same nostalgic way the elderly Peranakans as they, having not lived through the 
same ‘Golden Age’ of Peranakan culture, did not share the same frame of reference 
as the elderly generation. After all, one cannot lose what he does not first possess.    
 
It is also interesting to note how the non-Peranakans among the audience 
reacted to the wayang performances. The colourful onstage theatrics, it appears, was 
not always well received by the non-Peranakans. This is evidenced by a non-
Peranakan Chinese reporter who wrote he felt “cold” and “detached” amidst the 
rest of the audience who thoroughly enjoyed the performance (in Mandarin: N¤
d6§!j¢2M	d,6	gLIR) .253 Although the paucity of 
non-English sources made it difficult to corroborate this reporter’s views, when 
taken in and of itself the reporter’s alienation from the onstage happenings affirmed 
the wayangs’ ‘insider’ nature; if one was not clued in to Peranakan culture, he – like 
the reporter or perhaps even younger Peranakans not born into the culture – would 
most likely have difficulties understanding the performance.   
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
253 ;%WV¨	\_ sA$(FKDy}8	13 October 1990. 
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The buzz generated by the wayangs was not limited to the audience within 
the theatre’s four walls too. Long after the performance ended, many Peranakans 
would continue discussing its various aspects, in particular whether or not 
something was ‘authentic’. Such chatter would occasionally lead to a more serious 
discussion in the forum pages of newspapers. In one particular instance, Lim Poh 
Cheng criticised the GSA’s staging of Sudah di-Janji (1990). What particularly riled 
Lim was the image of a grown man dressed up and acting like a baby; “the sight 
was revolting”, according to Lim, and “it would make [him] feel shameful if even 
one viewer were to think that a Peranakan family was like that”.254 Lim’s letter ends 
off with a plea in English (“please spare the dignity of our people”) and Baba Malay:  
 
Tolong jangan soh-siah kita orang Peranakan dan kita punya nenek-moyang 
lagi sekali. Jangan gila duit dan nama sampai begitu; lu tak takut petir kah? 
 
[Please do not shame us Peranakans and our forefathers again. Do not 
be infatuated by money and fame to such an extent; are you not afraid 
of lightning?] (Translation mine). 
 
 Almost immediately, Lim’s letter and its invocation of history elicited a 
flurry of responses by a number of prominent Babas. Robert Yeo, for instance, 
remarked one should “leave the greatness of our forefathers to history”.255 Lee Kip 
Lee asserted the play “had nothing to do with stirring remembrances of our 
forefathers”, before countering Lim’s Baba Malay tirade with a Baba idiom of his 
own, laut mana tak berombak, (“Which ocean is wave-less; what person is 
blameless?”). 256  Then-President of the Peranakan Association, T.W. Ong, also 
contributed his own thoughts in an article but did not directly criticise the scene in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
254 “Peranakan play was in very poor taste”, ST, 5 October 1990, p. 36. 
255 “Let’s live and let live”, ST, 8 October 1990, p. 28. 
256 “Peranakan play was comedy intended to ridicule”, ST, 8 October 1990, p. 28. 
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question.257 Interestingly, the reluctance of Peranakans like Yeo and Lee to bring in 
the history of their forefathers can perhaps be seen as another example of a 
conscious effort by certain Peranakans to distance themselves from the community’s 
socio-political past. Four years later, another exchange occurred, this time sparked 
by an article suggesting that Robert Yeo found the GSA plays jelak (tiresome) 
because of their formulaic scripts.258 Yeo and then-GSA President Charles Koh 
responded several days later, the former insisted the wayangs were “a tremendous 
achievement” and that it was not his intention to “downplay negatively” the GSA’s 
role in Peranakan community building, 259  while the latter maintained the 
Association was “far from resistant to change”.260  
 
That these exchanges were published in a mainstream newspaper like The 
Straits Times was significant for it attested to the wayangs’ reach in moulding a 
nascent Peranakan public sphere where such ideas, once solely a topic of private 
after-dinner discussion, could now be articulated and contested in public. To further 
my point, even non-Peranakans weighed in with their opinions – a non-Peranakan 
reporter, for example, casted doubt on using the GSA play Sudah Di-Janji to 









[… English translation overleaf] 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
257 “Peranakan play helped preserve Baba patois”, ST, 11 October 1990, p. 28.  
258 “The Necessary Stage gets set for Peranakan comedy”, ST, 5 July 1994, p. 7. 
259 “Gunung Sayang recipe for Baba plays is a proven success”, ST, 8 July 1994, p. 5. 
260 “Gunung Sayang formula: innovation without compromising authenticity”, ST, 22 July 1994, p. 5. 
261 ;%WV¨	\_ sA$(FKDy}8	13 October 1990. 
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In the biennial gathering of the ASEAN Theatre Festival, is it 
appropriate to send out the Peranakan play to represent Singapore – 
particularly if the remaining ASEAN nations have sent their best. 
When looking at everyone, [I] cannot help but suspect did they over-
estimate us, or did we under-estimate them?   
 
Unlike its 1950s predecessors, the wayangs’ appearance as a discussion topic 
in national newspapers suggested they were increasingly being accepted as not just 
a Peranakan leisure activity, but as a genuine cultural/theatrical representation of 
what ‘Peranakan-ness’ would look like. At the same time, however, it is important 
to keep in mind the broader historical contexts of 1980s that facilitated this change 
in perceptions about Peranakan culture in Singapore. Unlike previous eras, a point 
can be made that the term ‘Peranakan’ had by the 1980s lost much of its political 
baggage. Indeed, that such articles debating ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ were 
published in the national newspaper appears to suggest that the larger Singapore 
public were now more welcoming towards the community – an attitude that was 
not evident during the 1960s and 70s era of Peranakan “cultural emasculation”.  
 
The revival of the Wayang Peranakan in the mid-1980s after the previous two 
decades’ decline meant they were now as much a means of popular entertainment 
as they were an exciting occasion that brought Peranakans together in celebration – 
if only for three nights a year. Once a year, Peranakans trooped down to the theatre 
to watch the GSA stage a play, but at the same time expecting themselves taken to 
an altogether different place and time. Yet far from being a performance for 
disengaged spectators, the wayangs’ sense of occasion encouraged the largely-
Peranakan audience to ‘perform’ their identities in their own ways and in full public 
view. This can be best seen in the many descriptions of the audience’s animated 
behaviour; in their gathering to watch a spectacle, the audience had become a 
spectacle themselves. Similarly, the debates in the newspapers concerning the future 
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of Peranakan theatre and how ‘Peranakan-ness’ ought to be showcased informed 
how the performance stimulated among Peranakans a newfound sense of 
identification, although the non-Peranakans, evidenced through  Q5!
articles, were considerably more ambivalent towards the plays. 
 
Conclusion 
My inspiration for this chapter grew from the works of Tan Sooi Beng and Matthew 
Cohen’s that examined the social dynamics undergirding the production of 
Bangsawan and Komedie Stamboel. It seemed apt then, that I conclude this chapter by 
returning to its genesis. Of particular significance in Tan and Cohen’s works is their 
idea that community theatre served as an articulation of a “structure of feeling”, 
which can be loosely defined as the sentiments shared by a group of people at a 
particular point in time.262 In order to understand what this “structure of feeling” 
entailed, however, we need to look beyond analysing the wayangs’ content viz. what 
the previous three chapters have done. The GSA Wayang Peranakan of the 1980s-90s, 
I believe, not only helped Peranakans better appreciate their cultural heritage by 
reifying – and re-inventing – it on stage, but also provided a space for the Peranakan 
community to gather, celebrate, and most of all, assert their ‘Peranakan-ness’ in 
public view. In the celebrations of the Peranakan community, it is the Peranakan 
sense of community that is celebrated. 
 
The Singapore Peranakans, perhaps by dint of their small size, many 
interlocking networks, have always been a closely-knit community. Yet, after two 
decades of cultural emasculation where Peranakans were attempting to behave less !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
262 The term “structure of feeling” was coined by Marxist critic Raymond Williams See Raymond 
Williams, Marxism and Literature, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 128-135.  
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conspicuously, the mid-1980s Wayang Peranakan were instrumental as a social event 
in kick-starting a wave of revivalism among the community.263 But it was not just the 
onstage depiction of ‘Peranakan-ness’ that is worthy of scholarly attention; the 
wayangs sought to re-invent an image of what ‘Peranakan-ness’ entailed, as well as 
encourage Peranakans to do the same in their own way. Throughout this chapter, I 
have shown how one’s participation in the Wayang Peranakan – whether as a patron, 
sponsor, backstage crew, actor or even an audience member – not only (re)connects 
him to the wider ethnic community, but also strengthens his/her claim to being 
‘Peranakan’ although admittedly the experiences and reactions of the elderly and 
younger Peranakans differ.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
263 Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities, p. 189. 
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Conclusion:  
Reappraising the Wayang Peranakan !
The phenomenon of the ‘Peranakan Revival’ that swept Singapore from the mid to 
late-1980s has been the subject of many an academic or journalist’s writings, yet few 
have acknowledged the role the GSA and their Wayang Peranakan played in stoking 
the flames of revival among Peranakans themselves. An association steeped in 
history and a foremost arbiter of Peranakan culture since its 1910 founding, the 
GSA’s absence from this body of literature is certainly conspicuous. But why has 
this been the case? As highlighted in Chapter One, the ‘Peranakan Revival’ was 
driven by the Singapore public’s fascination over certain colourful (and marketable) 
cultural markers of ‘Peranakan-ness’ like the Nonya kebaya or Peranakan cuisine. 
These objects, which were easily accessible and appreciated by the larger non-
Peranakan public, made excellent representations of the Singapore ‘national 
identity’ the Singapore state was encouraging during the 1980s. By contrast, the 
1980s GSA Wayang Peranakan, by being staged in the Baba patois, a creole few non-
Peranakans spoke, was simply inaccessible and overlooked. More tellingly though, 
the absence of literature about the GSA and their wayangs informs a wider gap of 
our knowledge about the ‘Peranakan Revival’, painting an image of it being a 
phenomenon driven ironically from without, rather than from within, the 
Peranakan community.  
 
Throughout this thesis, I have attempted to write both the GSA and their 
wayangs back into the narrative of Peranakan revivalism in mid-1980s Singapore. 
The wayangs, I argue, were not just a trivial form of popular entertainment, but also 
a conduit of cultural mediation that encouraged the Peranakan cast, crew and 
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audience to identify and assert their ‘Peranakan-ness’ in public. As this thesis is 
essentially a narrative of how ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ were conveyed to, and 
consumed by, the audience, I have relied on a thematic framework based on several 
key wayang leitmotifs. After Chapter One paints the necessary 1980s historical 
context, the next three chapters analysed in greater detail how the idea of 
‘Peranakan-ness’ was mediated to the audience. This was achieved through evoking 
nostalgia for the Rumah Baba’s domestic milieu (Chapter Two), using the Baba patois 
to depict a Peranakan “song-and-dance character” (Chapter Three), and reinventing 
the matriarch’s role as a custodian of ‘Peranakan-ness’ (Chapter Four).264 But I 
believe there was more to the Wayang Peranakan than the onstage happenings, and 
in Chapter Five I construed the performances as a social institution that encouraged 
those participating to be proud of their Peranakan roots. For the many younger 
Peranakans who did not live through the culture’s supposed ‘Golden Age’, the very 
idea of a Peranakan ethnic identity was quite simply as ‘real’ as what the wayangs 
made them out to be. 
 
But why should we devote our attention to the GSA Wayang Peranakan, 
particularly in the context of the mid-1980s ‘Peranakan Revival’ across Singapore? 
Or phrased in another way, what benefit can historians glean from studying 
Peranakan theatre? Tackling these seemingly fundamental questions once again 
provides not only a felicitous opportunity for us to re-evaluate the Wayang 
Peranakan’s ‘usefulness’ as a historical source, but also makes for a fitting conclusion 
to this thesis.  
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
264 “Just lovely, warts and all”, SM, 19 June 1984, p. 16. 
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A study of the GSA Wayang Peranakan furthers our understanding of the 
‘Peranakan Revival’ that swept across 1980s and 90s Singapore by bringing to the 
surface the little-known Peranakan agency during this period. Unlike many 1980s 
public manifestations of the revival like the food festivals, museum exhibitions and 
the development of the Peranakan Place, the GSA wayangs were a form of cultural 
expression driven neither by profit-making motives, nor influenced by the 
Singapore government’s visible hand.265 The wayangs were largely independent 
projects whose cast and crew, contrary to Lim Poh Cheng’s opinion, were not gila 
duit dan nama (“driven by money and name”).266 Just as Eric Hobsbawm asserts how 
the popularisation of football evidences the development of “an urban working-
class culture” in Britain, so too did the 1980s wayangs reveal a number of prominent 
elderly Peranakans’ agency, willingness and desire to preserve their culture for 
posterity. 267  The GSA Wayang Peranakan hence represents a case study that 
illuminates the growing Peranakan sense of ownership over their culture, a shift in 
mentalité that might not otherwise be recognised if one considers only the exotified 
and commercially motivated aspects of the ‘Peranakan Revival’.  
 
The Wayang Peranakan also offers a useful point of departure from which we 
(particularly non-Peranakans like myself) may understand how the community 
thought about the various historical roots of their identities. Throughout this thesis, 
I have, following what Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger argued in their 
landmark work, characterised the Wayang Peranakan as an artistic medium where 
ideas of ‘Peranakan-ness’ are (re)invented and mediated for the Peranakan public’s !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
265 The government, though, did provide some funding, particularly when the wayangs were staged 
under the auspices of the Singapore Festival of Arts. See pp. 26-27 of this thesis. 
266 “Peranakan play was in very poor taste”, ST, 5 October 1990, p. 36. 
267 Hobsbawm and Ranger (eds.), The Invention of Tradition, p. 12. 
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– more specifically, the younger Peranakan audience’s – consumption. Traditions 
and cultural markers, insofar as we saw in our discussions from Chapters Two to 
Four, were used to make the wayangs even more convincing in their depiction of the 
Peranakan past. While some aspects of the 1980s wayangs were similar to its 1950s 
predecessors – the emphasis on domesticity and the moralistic message driving the 
performance, for one – there were also contemporary ‘inventions’ made to cater 
towards different audience demographics and expectations, the reinvention of the 
matriarch’s character being one key example.  
 
What the GSA created through their wayangs, and what the largely-elderly 
Peranakan community were only too happy to imbibe and pass down to the 
younger generation, was a rose-tinted narrative of a past fashioned to reassure all 
Peranakans that their the culture was alive and well. As much as we may applaud 
the GSA’s efforts to authentically recreate the Rumah Baba’s milieu and rehabilitate 
the Baba patois and matriarch’s image, it is also necessary, following David 
Lowenthal’s suggestion, recognise the imprints of “today’s lineaments” on these 
(re)inventions of history.268 As such, it would be impossible to truly understand the 
GSA Wayang Peranakan’s significance if we do not first situate its revival within the 
1980s context – a period that saw a newfound public interest in all things Peranakan 
after the previous two decades of cultural de-vitalisation. Absence, in this case, 
clearly made the Peranakan theatregoer’s heart grow fonder.  
 
This thesis also provides a meaningful contribution to the extant body of 
literature on Straits Chinese/Peranakan identities, which has hitherto been 
dominated by a single historiographical question: what makes someone a !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
268 Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, p. xvii. 
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‘Peranakan’? As pointed out in the Introduction, this single question has spawned a 
variety of responses, chief among them sociologists John Clammer and Jürgen 
Rudolph who dealt with the issue in their various landmark works. Following 
Clammer and Rudolph, recent historiography has upheld a culturalist definition of 
a ‘Peranakan’ viz. one must be able to identify with, and appreciate, certain 
Peranakan cultural features to be considered a Baba jati (true-blue Baba). But what 
do Peranakans themselves think constitute their community’s ethnic identity? This 
idea of uncovering the Peranakan idea of ‘Peranakan-ness’ has been explored in 
Chapters Two to Four of this thesis. Indeed, a point can be made that certain of the 
wayangs’ tropes formed not only the theatrical basis of the wayangs, but also the 
GSA’s cultural basis of what a ‘Peranakan identity’ should be like. The GSA defined 
‘Peranakan-ness’ through their Wayang Peranakan, even as Clammer and Rudolph 
struggled to do so in their works.  
 
At the same time, however, we must remember that notions of group 
identity, however constructed, are rarely as encompassing or straightforward as 
intended to be. Put rhetorically, whose voice of the past does the Wayang Peranakan 
recover? Another key contribution this thesis makes to the extant Peranakan 
historiography is to surface how the idea of a ‘Peranakan community’ many authors 
base their arguments on is an over-generalisation and a misnomer. Clearly, far from 
being a monolithic and united community, this thesis has shown how there exists a 
wide generational schism between the expectations and experiences of the older and 
younger Peranakans. This is often reflected in the divergent ways the different 
generations react to the wayangs. Does this then mean that ideas of a ‘Peranakan’ 
social memory do not exist? It is difficult to arrive at a straightforward answer to 
this question although in this thesis I have attempted to consult a wide variety of 
- 109 - !
sources and perspectives – both from younger and elderly Peranakans – for 
corroborative information. Hopefully this has helped address what I feel to be the 
foremost limitation of this thesis.  
 
Much remains to be done in the field of Peranakan cultural history, not least 
uncovering new sources for such an endeavour. More can be done, for instance, to 
bring to light how Peranakan culture featured in mainstream entertainment 
magazines and periodicals of the era, paying special attention to non-English 
publications that I may have neglected here due to a lack of space. Such sources will 
shed light not only on the position the wayangs occupied vis-à-vis the larger 
Singapore theatre scene in the 1980s, but also the broader theme of cultural 
influence and interaction between Peranakans and non-Peranakans – an area that 
the extant pool of academic literature has yet to sufficiently explore.  
 
Epilogue: the Wayang Peranakan since 1995 
While this thesis is largely focused on the decade following the inaugural GSA 
Wayang Peranakan in 1985 – which I believe to be the genesis of contemporary 
Peranakan theatre in Singapore – there have been many developments since then 
that should also be recognised. It is perhaps apt that our trip through history ends 
in the present, for this extended trajectory provides us with the necessary historical 
perspective to understand just what was so significant about the 1980s GSA wayangs 
and how they have shaped the Peranakan community’s – or even the entire 
Singapore public’s – understanding of ‘Peranakan-ness’. 
 
 Since 1995, the GSA has continued its remarkable record of staging a wayang 
performance almost every year (see Appendix C for a full list). Unlike the wayangs of 
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the 1985-95 era, these more recent performances were more innovative in terms of 
their willingness to depart from their tried-and-tested recipe for success. I shall cite 
a few examples: in Kalu Jodoh Tak Mana Lari (1996), the GSA experimented with a 
revolving stage that sounded the death knell for the ‘extra turn’ routine,269 Chueh-It 
Chap Goh (2000) tackled the taboo subject of death in the Peranakan household,270 
and Kipas Cendana (2003) even saw the introduction of the first non-Peranakan actor 
(Kevin Aeria, who spoke the Peranakan patois with a Eurasian accent) in the cast.271 
If what motivated the GSA’s plays in the 1980s was the audience’s desire for 
nostalgia, then by the 1990s it was the need to address social issues such as the 
challenge of maintaining family ties in this ‘modern’ world and the relations 
Peranakans had with non-Peranakans.  
 
In order for us to fully make sense of this change in theatrical emphasis, we 
must situate it vis-à-vis the change in audience demographics from the 1980s to the 
1990s: G.T. Lye observed that elderly Peranakans, who he estimated comprised 60-
70% of the audience in the 1980s, were now dwindling as more younger non-
Peranakans began to flock to the theatre.272 The GSA might have continued staging 
their trademark Wayang Peranakan, but the meanings those wayangs had to the 
audiences were markedly different from their 1980s predecessors in much the same 
way as the 1980s performances varied from the 1950s. Driving these innovations 
was the perception that the 1990s and 2000s-era wayangs needed to progress beyond 
its formulaic 1980s mould; in order to succeed, any Peranakan theatre troupe, after 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
269 “Modern stage touches”, ST, 29 August 1996, p. 9. These ‘extra turns’ were a distinctive feature of 
the Wayang Peranakan even till the 1980s. Their purpose was largely as ‘fillers’ that would keep the 
audience entertained during the change of scenes.  
270 “What’s there to be pantang about?”, ST, 4 August 2000, p. 11. 
271 “What’s a Eurasian doing among the Bibiks?”, ST, 22 September 2003, p. L4.  
272 G.T. Lye, personal interview. 
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all, “must move with the times”, reflected current GSA President Victor Goh.273 
Perhaps Goh’s statement can be read as an implicit recognition that the previous 
1980s wayangs were focussed on catering to the elderly, perhaps even at the expense 
of the younger audience’s enjoyment.  
 
Another distinctive feature of the post-1995 era was the emergence of various 
Peranakan organisations whose attempts at staging the Wayang Peranakan, both 
catered to the increasingly eclectic mix of audiences and diversified the Peranakan 
theatre landscape. Following the successes of the GSA productions, the Peranakan 
Association of Singapore decided to stage its inaugural Peranakan musical comedy, 
Bibiks Behind Bars (2002). The Association’s most recent production was a “serious 
drama” entitled Bilek Roda Hidop/Bedrooms (2009) that traced a young Nonya’s life as 
she grappled with changing the social conditions around her. 274  That especial 
attention was given to the play’s historical setting – in 1963, with independence on 
the horizon and against the backdrop of the newly adopted Women’s Charter – 
suggests that a conscious attempt was made to contextualise the performance, 
something missing from the 1980s GSA plays.  
 
Another milestone in the Peranakan theatre scene came in 2004 with the birth 
of the Main Wayang Company (MWC), Singapore’s first professional Peranakan 
cultural arts group dedicated to “the preservation, creative development and 
progressive promotion of Peranakan culture in Singapore”.275 Led by Baba Richard 
Tan, the MWC has till date staged four Peranakan musicals that received rave 
reviews. With the Peranakan Association looking towards the drama genre to “raise !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
273 Victor Goh, personal interview. 
274 Bilek Roda Hidop/Bedrooms, programme booklet, 2009. 
275 “About the Main Wayang Company,” <http://www.mainwayang.com/mwabout.htm>. Accessed 
on 7 July 2011.  
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the bar of Peranakan theatre” (in the words of then-President Lee Kip Lee),276 the 
MWC preferring to put a musical spin on the conventional Wayang Peranakan and 
the GSA continually building upon its 1980s success, it now appears that when it 
comes to Peranakan theatre, there is now something for even the most discerning of 
Peranakan audiences.    
 
The issues of identity invention, mediation and propagation broached in this 
thesis remain as salient to the Peranakan community today as there were at the 
zenith of the 1980s ‘Peranakan Revival’. The opening of the Peranakan Museum in 
May 2008 and the success of the Mandarin drama serial The Little Nonya () in 
2009 tell us that public interest in Peranakan culture has not waned.277 But it is 
important we recognise that concomitant with this public ‘revival’ was a resurgence 
of interest among the Peranakan community, one that entailed a search not for 
colourful, marketable cultural artefacts that can be passed off as symbols of a 
‘national identity’, but for one’s roots and a sense of identity. The Wayang Peranakan 
remains, as it was in the 1980s, a significant conduit for the Peranakan community 
to reiterate a certain master narrative of its history and culture and a social occasion 
to “put themselves on display”. If there is indeed a Peranakan social memory – or at 
least, one shared by elderly Peranakans like the wayangs’ producers – then, more 
than in any other symbol of Peranakan culture, we will find it manifested and 
propagated though the Wayang Peranakan. 
 
(30,297 words) !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
276 “A message from the President of the Peranakan Association”, Bilek Roda Hidop/Bedrooms, 
programme booklet, 2009. 
277 “Mediacorp’s ‘The Little Nonya’ the highest rated series in 15 years”, Channel News Asia. 
<http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/singaporelocalnews/view/399476/1/.html>.  
Accessed on 2 July 2011. 
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Appendix B: Biography of Peranakan interviewees   
 
Francis Hogan is one of the few still-living wayang performers who appeared 
onstage during the genre’s late-1950s heyday. That alone makes his recollections a 
valuable source of information about the wayangs’ early years. Hogan is the only 
non-Peranakan interviewee here and he admits he first came into contact with the 
wayangs through his Nonya grandmother. Hogan’s stage debut came in 1957’s 
Nasib Ibu Tiri and despite taking a hiatus of almost 40 years since 1960, he recently 
made a comeback in the Peranakan Association’s 2002 musical Bibiks Behind Bars. 
Currently, Hogan is listed as the Longest Performing Female Impersonator in the 
Singapore Book of Records. 
  
 
Fredrick Soh has been widely involved in the GSA’s Wayang Peranakan over the 
past decade, largely playing the role of the younger Baba in the family. Baba 
Fredrick has also appeared in several English and Malay television programmes, 
thus attesting to his versatility as an artiste. Indeed, his presence on the Peranakan 
stage is commonly seen as an attempt to inject a certain youthful dynamism to the 
theatre. In 2010, Fredrick ventured into scriptwriting for the first time – writing the 
script for the GSA’s centennial (and most recent) performance, Pagar Makan Padi.  
 
 
G.T. Lye is widely recognised as the doyen of Peranakan theatre in Singapore as an 
actor, director and scriptwriter. Since he first appeared onstage as the Baba patriarch 
in Felix Chia’s Pileh Menantu (1984), Baba G.T. has carried on the Peranakan 
tradition of female impersonation, often earning rave reviews for his role as the 
Nonya matriarch. It almost goes without saying that he has been a pivotal part of 
many of the GSA’s wayangs since 1985. G.T. Lye’s knowledge of female 
impersonation in Peranakan theatre thus gives him an authoritative voice 
throughout this thesis.  
 
 
Peter Lee is a textile collector, art historian and graduate of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies (SOAS). Interestingly, he is the only Baba interviewed here that 
has no experience in acting, directing, or scriptwriting. Yet Baba Peter’s opinions, 
formed by his in-depth knowledge of Peranakan history and culture, are 
nevertheless important here. A thirst for this knowledge led him to author a number 
of books like Rumah Baba: Life in a Peranakan House (1998), and more recently, From 
Junks to Jewels (2008). In 2002, Baba Peter wrote a short article in The Peranakan (a 
newsletter circulated among members of the Peranakan Association) about the 
tradition of female impersonation in the Wayang Peranakan.  
 
 
Richard Tan started the Main Wayang Company in 2004 after being Cultural 
Development Director of the Peranakan Association. Citing his childhood 
experience of going to the Singapore Badminton Hall with his grandmother to 
watch the Wayang Peranakan as a definitive experience, Baba Richard would make 
use of his stage talents to train a number of GSA actors and dancers in the 1980s. In 
2002, he also groomed a number of Peranakans to star in the inaugural Peranakan 
Association theatre – Bibiks Behind Bars (2002). Baba Richard would later found the 
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Main Wayang Company to spearhead a more innovative way of presenting the 
Peranakan cultural heritage to the younger Babas and Nonyas today.  
 
 
Richard Wee is a retiree and a long-time member of the GSA since the 1980s. 
Despite never once appearing onstage, Baba Richard has been a constant presence 
backstage. He was appointed to be the Stage Manager for the many GSA wayangs 
throughout the 1980s and 90s and occasionally helping with the sound and lighting. 
A true volunteer in every sense of the word, he is able to provide a ‘behind-the-
scenes’ perspective of the wayangs, which I greatly appreciated. Baba Richard is also 
a keen collector of Wayang Peranakan paraphernalia who generously lent many 
resources to me that facilitated my writing this thesis.  
 
 
Tony Quek is currently a lecturer in the Performing Arts department in the Institute 
of Technical Education (ITE) and is a professionally trained stage practitioner and 
actor. Baba Tony’s involvement with the GSA Wayang Peranakan began when he 
auditioned to act in Kalu Jodoh Tak Mana Lari (1996), and subsequently, Bulan 
Purnama (1997). In recent years, Baba Tony has developed a reputation for being one 
of the younger female impersonator matriarchs who came to the fore with G.T. 
Lye’s retirement from the stage. In 2010, Victor Goh invited Tony to be the director 
for the GSA’s centennial production – Pagar Makan Padi.  
 
 
Victor Goh is a long-time member of the GSA and the Association’s current 
President. Although his work schedule prevented him from being directly involved 
in the 1980s wayangs, by the early-1990s Baba Victor began to establish himself as a 
mainstay in the GSA theatre scene. Baba Victor’s experience in the wayangs began 
when he was Stage Manager for Salah Sangka (1993) and over the years he has added 
to his portfolio with a variety of other roles, such as composing pantuns and music 
for the shows. As GSA President, Baba Victor is presently the wayangs’ cultural 
advisor, helping ensure the wayangs’ historical authenticity.  
 
 
William Gwee is arguably the most widely cited Peranakan in academic circles and 
his knowledge of Peranakan history and culture – most of it from his personal 
experience growing up in the 1930s and 40s – is unparalleled. Baba William is also a 
noted writer, having published three books on Peranakan culture: Nonya Mosaic 
(1985), Mas Sepuloh (1993) and the first ever English-Baba Malay dictionary (2006). 
He is also a noted Baba producer and scriptwriter who played an integral role in 
many GSA wayangs throughout the 1980s and 90s. Because of his contributions to 
the theatre, Baba William was made an Honorary Member of the GSA. 
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Appendix C: GSA Wayang Peranakan, 1985-2010  
 
 
Year Title of play (in Baba Malay) English translation 
1985 Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih Let Bygones be Bygones 
1986 Menyesal Regrets 
1987 Zaman Sekarang Times Have Changed 
1989  Biji Mata Mak The Apple of his Mother’s Eye 
1990 Tak Sangka The Unexpected 
1990 Sudah di-Janji It is Fated 
1992 Nasib Fate 
1993 Salah Sangka Misunderstood 
1995 Manis Manis Pait Bittersweet Memories 
1996 Kalu Jodoh Tak Mana Lari Destiny of Love 
1997 Bulan Purnama An Auspicious Full Moon 
1999 Janji Perot Pre-birth Pact 
2000 Chueh-It Chap Goh Every Cloud has its Silver Lining 
2001 Hujan Balek ke Langgit The Impossible/Irreversible 
2002 Anak Udang Anak Tenggiri Blood is Thicker than Water 
2003 Kipas Cendana The Sandalwood Fan 
2004 Buang Keroh Pungot Jernih Let Bygones be Bygones* 
2005 Belom Mati Belom Tau Life is Unpredictable 
2006  Mama Rosa Grandma Rosa 
2008 Mak Chim The Stepmother 
2009 Ayer Pasang Ayer Surut Ebbs and Flows 
2010  Pagar Makan Padi Unreliable 
 
* A more contemporary adaptation of the earlier 1985 performance with the same name. 
